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ABSTRACT 
 
This dissertation examines how in the U.S. domestic context, attacks against 
multilingualism are often framed as practical arguments for those literacy skills needed to 
participate fully in U.S. culture and economy. Accordingly, language planning projects (e.g. anti-
bilingual education legislation and the English-Only Movement) aim to eradicate language 
differences and, with them, the need to develop resources and nurture attitudes that support 
linguistic plurality. The “practical framing” of these projects has kept hostility toward 
multilingualism somewhat implicit, fostering instead an ambivalence that contrasts with the work 
of the United States in the international context to privilege literacy development over language 
rights. This work, I argue, has contributed to the futility of language rights in the U.S. domestic 
context, and has impeded the abilities of language scholars to intervene in monolingual projects. 
Language scholars in Rhetoric and Composition have faced resistance from within the field 
despite a vocal rhetorical commitment to other categories of diversity, including race, class, and 
gender. Revising the current notion that domestic language issues alone dictate the terms of 
language planning in local contexts, “Where Language is Made” shows that hostility toward 
multilingualism is a global problem, shaped and reshaped at the intersections of local, domestic, 
and international language projects.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
Introduction 
  In 1973, a committee of compositionists challenged “common sense” by suggesting that 
students have the right to use their home language varieties in academic contexts.  The 
“Students’ Right to Their Own Language” movement, which I discuss at length in Chapter One, 
not only sparked controversy in its time, but secured a lasting place for language politics within 
the field. What it did not do was prompt widespread or sustainable change in teaching practices. 
Language politics continue to grapple with the practical limitations of linguistic heterogeneity. In 
theory, linguistic plurality complements the projected ethos of Rhetoric and Composition, 
especially since the field’s appropriation of Cultural Studies, as sensitive to difference and 
supportive of diversity. Teaching practices, however, continue to reflect an unwillingness—or 
perhaps, more accurately, a powerlessness—to engage language difference in the classroom as 
integral to the mission of preparing students to communicate effectively across contexts. Though 
resistance to multilingualism manifests most saliently in the classroom, at least in the 
disciplinary context of Rhetoric and Composition, the normative adherence to English that both 
teachers and students bring into the classroom is reinforced elsewhere. As questions of practical 
application have, in my view, done more to stunt the progress of language politics in the field 
rather than facilitate it, I focus in this project on the “elsewhere.” Specifically, I focus on the 
intersections between Rhetoric and Composition and U.S. political culture as well as U.S. 
political culture and United Nations language and literacy work. By analyzing language planning 
and literacy work in the international context as it informs national sentiment regarding language 
difference, I show how the fate of language politics within the field is linked to the definitions of 
language that emerge across these interrelated contexts.  
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To define language planning, I borrow from Robert B. Kaplan and Richard B. Baldauf, 
who summarize the concept as “a body of ideas, laws and regulations (language policy), rules, 
beliefs, and practices intended to achieve a planned change (or to stop change from happening) 
in the language use in one or more communities” (3).  Though deliberate by definition, language 
planning is not always transparent with regard to agenda. A language policy may be 
implemented at the local level as a step toward shaping a broader context.  For instance, each 
time a U.S. state adopts English as its official language, the decision moves the U.S. toward 
declaring English as its official national language. Conversely, a language planning project may 
implement an “equal opportunity” policy for an institutional or local context with the intention of 
shaping or controlling the behavior of a specific language community. In states that border 
Mexico, for example, Official English mandates often target Spanish speakers who may or may 
not be U.S. citizens, and may or may not be in the United States legally. Such language planning 
projects thus become inseparable from immigration politics. Similarly, language planning that 
has confronted Black English Vernacular, or Ebonics, cannot be separated from race politics. 
Language planning is complex, dynamic, and inherently political; it is therefore intentional that I 
move between “language planning” and “language work.” I limit the application of “language 
planning” to projects that recognize themselves as such. While language planning falls under the 
broader category of language work, “language work” may also include research and pedagogies 
that engage language, but resist politicization (e.g., English as a Second Language methods and 
approaches to writing instruction that confront grammar and style). Though I maintain that no 
kind of language work is purely practical, or apolitical, I uphold the distinction between language 
planning and other types of language work in order to examine their respective and interrelated 
positions in the field.  
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 Like “language planning,” the phrase “the field” deserves further clarification. Because 
writing pedagogy is such a key practice and area of research within Rhetoric and Composition, it 
is easy to conflate “the field” with writing instructors and instruction. Indeed, I refer to “the 
field” when discussing both research areas and pedagogical trends, as a synonym for Rhetoric 
and Composition and its practitioners. However, I employ this term more narrowly to signify 
Rhetoric and Composition as it is shaped by journals, conferences, organizations, and programs, 
as well as popular areas of research and broad-sweeping paradigm shifts. Insomuch as “the field” 
includes far more work than writing pedagogy, my use of the term has broad application. In 
another sense, it is more exclusive, since it does not account for the great number of graduate 
students, non-tenure track instructors, and faculty members who teach college writing from 
outside of Rhetoric and Composition. This exclusion does not make any assumptions about the 
quality of writing instruction offered by these teachers, nor does it suggest that the practices of 
these teachers are inconsequential. “The field,” as I use it here, represents an imagined 
community and space, shaped as much by “public” work (conferences, publications) as by 
“private” work (classroom practice). When confronting the disciplinary context, this dissertation 
project focuses on the relationship between these two kinds of work, not on the specifics of 
classroom application.  
  I was first inspired by the efforts of composition scholars who, in the 1970s, challenged 
the unspoken assumption that the language of Rhetoric and Composition should be a 
standardized English variety. My initial interest came not from my experiences as a language 
user, but as a student who took advantage of the interdisciplinarity my graduate program 
encouraged; I was simultaneously doing coursework in Rhetoric and Composition and in 
Cultural Studies. Rhetoric and Composition had been calling on Cultural Studies for subjects of 
  4 
analysis and discussions of difference since the 1980s, and the syllabi I created for first-year 
composition courses tended to reflect this trend.  My early teaching experiences further 
motivated my interest in Cultural Studies as a field, and my experiences within Cultural Studies 
subsequently shaped both my teaching practices and graduate work within Rhetoric and 
Composition. Conspicuously absent, though, was the consideration of linguistic heterogeneity as 
something shared between the fields, both of which confronted difference by contemporary 
design. Class, gender, ethnicity, and race are categories of difference commonly explored in 
Cultural Studies scholarship, and continue to be hot topics in Composition scholarship, 
classrooms, and textbooks. Language as a category of difference, however, has earned far less 
attention. This relative absence contributes to the unexamined belief that the dominance of 
English in the U.S. academy, as well as in the U.S. domestic context more broadly, is a matter of 
common sense. 
Examining Rhetoric and Composition’s role in the reification of English-only common 
sense, Bruce Horner and John Trimbur’s 2002 “English Only and U.S. College Composition” 
identifies a “a tacit language policy of unidirectional monolingualism” that influences “our 
teaching, our writing programs, and our impact on U.S. culture” (595). Horner and Trimbur 
oppose this stance and endorse instead a position on language that considers monolingualism a 
problem and multilingualism the ideal norm. To substantiate this position, they call for an 
“internationalist perspective” on language that places “written English in relation to other 
languages and to the dynamics of globalization” (624.)  This essay, which appeared in College 
Composition and Communication (CCC) in 2002, was followed in 2006 by a special issue of 
College English dedicated to “Cross-Language Relations in Composition.” With an introduction 
by Bruce Horner, this collection includes pieces by A. Suresh Canagarajah; Min-Zhan Lu; Gail 
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E. Hawisher, Cynthia L. Selfe, Yi-Huey Guo, and Lu Liu; Paul Kei Matsuda; and respondent 
Anis Bawarshi. Together, the work of these scholars represents what Horner calls “a new 
language movement” that investigates new possibilities for research and teaching that resists the 
tacit policy of monolingualism that has persisted in Rhetoric and Composition despite past and 
ongoing attempts on the part of language scholars, CCCC, and NCTE to expose the 
discriminatory implications of (standardized) English-only policies and to reorient Rhetoric and 
Composition through positions statements and resolutions that promote responsible engagement 
with language difference in the classroom and beyond.  
The disciplinary context of Rhetoric and Composition is the focus of Chapters One and 
Two. Chapter One explores the relationship between national language politics and the language 
planning projects of the Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC). The 
English-only movement currently pervading public national discourse on language exploits 
public ambivalence toward language difference, or multilingual matters, and rationalizes a 
passive hostility that is then reflected and reproduced in compositionists’ engagement with 
language planning. Hostility toward linguistic difference within Rhetoric and Composition does 
not necessarily represent a calculated intolerance for diversity. I argue instead that this hostility 
derives from an inability to reconcile a rhetorical commitment to diversity and those practical 
obligations that position compositionists as teachers of English in the United States. Meetings of 
the Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC) have resulted in a number 
of “official” position statements and resolutions on language since 1974, when the organization 
adopted the “Students’ Right to Their Own Language” (SRTOL). In the first chapter, I focus 
primarily on this document and on the “National Language Policy” of 1992 to demonstrate how, 
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in responding to specific national situations, these documents contribute to an ambivalence about 
language even as they aim to increase awareness and build consensus.  
As Chapter One demonstrates, the language of, and responses to, some of the key 
language planning documents of the CCCC present a number of seemingly irreconcilable 
tensions that characterize not only the language documents themselves, but also the language 
attitudes of composition scholars. Chapter Two traces a transition from language in practice to 
language in theory that makes it difficult for scholars and teachers of writing to conceptualize 
pedagogies that can live up to the theories of difference that critical cultural analysis has 
normalized. Conversely, language in cultural theory is left underdeveloped because a focus on 
language as a pervasive and legitimate aspect of identity exposes the misalignment between a 
rhetorical devotion to linguistic diversity and pedagogical practice. I use what Richard Ruiz 
labels “orientations to language planning” as a framework to show how the move away from 
Linguistics and toward cultural analysis in Rhetoric and Composition represents a seemingly 
optimistic, though ultimately limiting, shift from a “language-as-problem” orientation to a 
“language-as-resource” orientation. I argue that Rhetoric and Composition may need to 
reconsider reexamine the “language-as-problem” orientation since linguistic diversity clearly 
does pose a problem, though a different kind of problem than what was rejected by 
compositionists with the attack on “sentence-level” writing pedagogies. 
Compositionists of the “new language movement” have become skeptical of a “language-
as-right” orientation to language planning; it did not enjoy much success as the basis for change 
in the “Student’s Right to Their Own Language” era, and has not proven particularly useful since 
in either the field or in national language politics. In the same way that language rights have been 
articulated to human rights in the international context, domestically, language rights have been 
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articulated to Civil Rights. Human rights continue to thrive as fundamental and dynamic in the 
United Nations, expanding and changing by way of contestation, deliberation, and invocation. In 
part because the United States has fewer constituents than the United Nations, Civil Rights in the 
United States have been less resilient in the face of opposition than have human rights in the 
United Nations. As Patrick Bruch and Richard Marback point out, for the past three decades, 
“the use of a rights rhetoric in composition studies to advance the cause of racial equality 
contrasts with the uses of rights rhetoric in public policy that limit the prospects for racial 
equality” (652). Bruch and Marback’s assertion also suggests that rights rhetoric continues to be 
invoked; those language scholars within Rhetoric and Composition who focus on language 
difference as connected to race and ethnicity—namely, Black English varieties and Chicano 
English—maintain the import of a “language-as-right” orientation to language planning as 
forwarded by the “Students’ Right to Their Own Language.”  
But language politics have expanded to include more than race-based, dialectal 
differences shaped within U.S. borders; they include considerations of World Englishes and 
languages other than English that U.S. students and citizens speak and/or encounter in the course 
of their lives as members of multiple social and professional communities in a globalizing world. 
To account for multiple Englishes and multilingualism, rights rhetoric would require 
reconfigurations that hardly seem worth the effort considering a common belief (among those 
familiar with the “Students’ Right”) that the existing rights rhetoric has done little to help even 
its target groups. Language rights continue to be invoked in work that focuses on dialectal 
difference, as well as in work that strategically highlights the underlying similarities of language 
planning projects. Language scholars who have turned their attention to transnational Englishes 
and multilingualism, however, have focused instead on redefining the domestic context, within 
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which linguistic plurality becomes an invaluable resource. A. Suresh Canagarajah, for example, 
argues that the “new work order” requires individuals to negotiate multiple Englishes. “As 
industrial, business, and marketing agencies across the world communicate with one another,” he 
explains, “they are compelled to conduct transactions in different varieties of English.” 
Monolingual speakers of Metropolitan Englishes (the standardized varieties of American, 
Australian, and British English) lack the linguistic skills necessary for being “functional 
postmodern global citizens” (590-591). Similar arguments have been made to promote 
multilingualism. Harvey A. Daniels posits that English monolingualism in the United States 
amounts to a xenophobia that will compromise U.S. citizens’ ability to compete in an 
“international marketplace” (68). While English may be an international language, it is certainly 
not the only language worth learning, as “[k]nowing Japanese or German helps us understand the 
culture that is encoded in the language, and that understanding will enable us to deal with people 
more effectively, politically, and economically” (67).  
Such perspectives promote a “language-as-resource” orientation to language planning 
contingent on the acknowledgement that the U.S. operates within a globalized, transnational 
economy. Indeed, the perceived value of multilingualism is compromised by a conception of 
nations as autonomous and self-sufficient. Ironically, however, the perceived value of 
multilingualism is also compromised by the view that globalization and transnationalism is 
contingent on U.S. participation. From the internationalization of U.S. universities to the 
outsourcing of U.S. corporations, U.S. participation in globalization is presented as both practical 
and strategic, a posturing that is reinforced by U.S. participation in global education, which aims 
to prepare people to succeed as global citizens in a global economy. The leadership role that the 
  9 
United States plays in global education, then, suggests that its own citizens are already prepared, 
and that globalization should have little impact on U.S. national identity.   
  Skeptical, therefore, of an internationalist perspective on language that does not account 
for U.S. influence on language politics outside of its national boundaries, I turn to the 
international context, where Ruiz’s third orientation—“language-as-right”—enjoys a more 
competitive presence. Chapter Three considers the performative value of language rights within 
the performance culture of the United Nations. I introduce an international document entitled the 
Universal Declaration on Linguistic Rights (UDLR), the drafting of which was sponsored in part 
by the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). The 
UDLR was ultimately rejected by UNESCO, as it departed too dramatically from standard rights 
protocol by privileging collective rights over individual rights and protecting languages as well 
as people. Still, the UDLR, and other controversial rights-based documents that include 
provisions on language, have proven valuable when invoked in subsequent deliberative contexts. 
A close examination of General Assembly deliberations over the contents of a resolution on 
multilingualism within the United Nations shows the invocation of documents from the UN 
Charter to the UDLR.  Not only are such documents invoked to shape language policy within the 
organization, but also to debate the relationship between the organization and the larger 
international context that it purports to represent.  In this way, these deliberations occur at the 
intersection of the national and international contexts. Representatives from various nations and 
countries debate definitions of language that have emerged from language rights discourse, and 
work to align their domestic interests with those of the United Nations. The General Assembly 
provides a theatrical platform from which State representatives can speak on behalf of their 
territories, using discursive resources not available, or operable, in their domestic contexts.  
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In the domestic context of the United States, for example, language rights have carried 
little weight in language planning projects. And while many nations seem to invoke language 
rights in the international context to validate the challenges presented by their linguistic 
situations, the United States has shown little interest in this resource. Rather, the United States 
has upheld for itself and for the global community a focus on literacy development. The fourth 
and final chapter of this manuscript interrogates the work of the United States to shape literacy 
investments on a global level. As both participant and leader in the “Education for All: Literacy 
for All” initiative, the United States positions literacy development over language rights. This 
strategy has kept the concept of language rights unfamiliar in the broader U.S. national context. I 
argue that this exclusion of language issues in the international context compromises the impact 
of disciplinary-domestic language planning initiatives like the “Students’ Right to Their Own 
Language” and the “National Language Policy.”   
Without a rhetoric of language rights to define language politically, in terms of human 
experience and social well-being, language is reduced to an instrument of economic 
development. To demonstrate this, I end with an examination of United States and the United 
Nations efforts to come together to shape global education. Current negotiations surrounding the 
UN Literacy Decade, launched in collaboration with the United States in 2003, threaten to do 
more than devalue a “language-as-resource” orientation to language planning that promotes 
linguistic plurality; the work at this intersection indicates that the dissolution of language rights 
coincides with the desertion of language altogether. And because the United States is positioned 
as the leader in educational development--which is in turn equated with success in a global 
economy--a “language-as-resource” orientation that replaces, rather than advances, language 
rights is easily manipulated to serve English monolingualism rather than to reverse it.  
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I focus in this dissertation on particular contexts and particular intersections as 
represented by particular documents. These selections cannot begin to offer a comprehensive 
understanding of the dynamics of language politics and planning. Within Rhetoric and 
Composition, discussions on language have gone increasingly “public” via wikis and blogs, 
supplementing conferences and journal articles and challenging the need for position statements 
and resolutions. I focus on position statements and resolutions not because they represent the 
only or even best way to publicize and reshape language attitudes and engagement, but because 
they were among the first and most audacious methods. I argue that critiques of the “official” 
language documents of Rhetoric and Composition’s professional organizations ultimately affirm 
their value. In their attempts to both politicize language and “speak for the field,” position 
statements and resolutions have been instrumental in facilitating language debates.  
I acknowledge, too, that the United Nations is only one of many international 
organizations that struggle with matters of linguistic representation both within and outside of its 
institutional boundaries. It is also not the only entity influencing the shape of global education. 
The European Union, for example, negotiates twenty-three official/working languages and 
stresses multilingual competencies in its education goals for European citizens. Moreover, 
UNESCO’s Education sector, which coordinates UN Literacy Decade activities, does not pursue 
language research as actively as the Culture sector. What the Education sector does pursue is 
aggressive U.S. involvement. The Literacy Decade initiative offers a site of ongoing, mutually 
beneficial collaboration between an international organization and the United States. This 
collaboration is ideologically productive in the way that it interpellates individuals as global 
citizens, not unlike the work of the new language movement. Both the Literacy Decade and the 
new language movement advance a discourse of individual success in a global economy, 
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achieved, at least in part, through educational and literacy development.  More than identifying 
the similarities and differences between the mobilizations of this discourse, I want to offer a 
better understanding of what Rhetoric and Composition is up against. Not only must it contend 
with its own racialized, monolingual history, but it must also recognize its position in a system 
that is currently being shaped by the kind of negotiations currently taking place between the 
United States and the United Nations.   
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CHAPTER TWO 
The Language Movements of Rhetoric and Composition 
In June 2002, twenty-eight years following the official publication of “The Students’ 
Right to Their Own Language” (SRTOL) resolution and background statement in College 
Composition and Communication (CCC), CCC published Bruce Horner and John Trimbur’s 
“English Only and U.S. College Composition.” This piece has become an important point of 
reference, serving to integrate past and present composition scholarship on language politics and 
pedagogy. The “Students’ Right to Their Own Language” challenged the elite status of Standard 
English, calling into question the sense of expertise that unified Rhetoric and Composition as a 
field, and, consequently, provoked discussion and controversy that ultimately constituted 
something larger than a historically isolated professional debate. Much more than a pair of texts 
and a set of responses, the “Students’ Right to Their Own Language” was a language movement 
that continues to be invoked as both historic event and ongoing struggle. In 2001, for example, 
Stephen Parks offered a retrospective account of the SRTOL as a political movement, proposing 
new alliances that might “implement the best of the politics of the SRTOL” and work toward 
creating more “a critically democratic citizenry” (252). Geneva Smitherman (1999) and Scott 
Wible (2006) have challenged the conception that the SRTOL did not effect any changes in 
pedagogy, pointing to local work at Brooklyn College and by CCCC STROL committee 
members, respectively. In a 2005 collection of previously published and new SRTOL-related 
pieces, Patrick Bruch and Richard Marback explore the “past, present, and future” of the 
“Students’ Right to Their Own Language.”  
Though Horner and Trimbur are certainly not the only scholars to have engaged language 
issues since and beyond the SRTOL, “English Only and U.S. College Composition” has brought 
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together scholarship in a way that suggests the development of a new language movement, 
represented most explicitly in the July 2006 special issue of College English entitled “Cross-
Language Relations in Composition.” An amalgamation of emerging and established 
scholarship, this new movement incorporates pedagogical and linguistic theories developed 
within and across the disciplines of ESL, Linguistics, and Rhetoric and Composition. Scholars 
like Paul Kei Matsuda, A. Suresh Canagarajah, and Min-Zhan Lu, whose work has for many 
years integrated language differences and composition pedagogy, have reformulated and 
extended their research to help develop something explicitly cohesive. Not surprisingly, this 
movement shares with the SRTOL many of the same concerns and challenges. It is distinct, 
though, in its acknowledgement of the field’s contribution to what Horner and Trimbur call “a 
tacit language policy of unidirectional monolingualism” (595). For recent scholarship on 
language difference in the field, this acknowledgement serves as the foundation for a language 
movement that rethinks the historical significance of the SRTOL, revisits the field’s investment 
in language politics then and now, and projects a vision of the field that accounts for changing 
local and global linguistic realities.  
In the twenty-five years between the SRTOL and this new language movement, the 
Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC) and the National Council of 
Teachers of English (NCTE) have published several resolutions and statements on language that 
indicate an investment in maintaining a focus on language as both a political and pedagogical 
issue. This investment reveals a basic link between the SRTOL and the new language 
movement—a link that is easily obscured by the abundance of differences made evident when 
the movements are compared as products of isolated historical moments, rather than two 
projects, amid many, that constitute  the complex history of a discipline. From the latter 
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perspective, the moments are well-connected in their longstanding commitment to language 
issues—a commitment that has been upheld and shaped not only by the SRTOL and the new 
language movement, but also by the resolutions, statements, and scholarship on language that 
emerged from the 1970s through the 1990s. While history is quite central to the new language 
movement, it is largely the history of national and university language politics, rather than the 
field’s own “official” history of language work, that the movement calls on to articulate the field 
and the nation.  The new movement demonstrates only marginal interest in the documents and 
scholarship of the SRTOL, and provides little discussion on the CCCC’s “National Language 
Policy” of 1992, which expresses goals similar those of the new movement insofar as both 
imagine a multilingual field with the capacity to influence national language policies and 
politics.  
Undoubtedly, many of the new movement’s contributing scholars are well-acquainted 
with the language statements and resolutions presented by CCCC and NCTE. In fact, to 
demonstrate how even those arguments which oppose English-only legislation manage to uphold 
the dominant status of English, “English Only and U.S. College Composition” presents the 
section of the “National Language Policy” that asserts the decision of immigrants to learn 
English without being required to do so. As Horner and Trimbur’s piece has been instrumental in 
inspiring language scholars to reexamine the field’s position on language, this reference to the 
“National Language Policy” suggests that such “official” documents on language are motivating 
factors for the new language movement. The claim that the field operates according to a tacit 
policy of monolingualism is supported in part by the assertions made within those very 
documents which profess a commitment to multilingualism. Though there seems an implicit 
understanding that such “official” positions have been part of the problem, rather than productive 
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attempts to reach a solution, the scholarship following Horner and Trimbur’s lead does not 
examine these documents explicitly. These documents, I believe, deserve further examination to 
better understand the unintentional effects of quasi-official professional work outside of the 
classroom on the relationship between disciplinary identity and practice. The aim of this chapter, 
then, is threefold: First, I review the “Students’ Right to Their Own Language” as both a pair of 
documents and a disciplinary movement, focusing first on its early reception and then on later 
uptakes as invested scholars reassert the significance of language difference to field. Though the 
impact of the SRTOL has been reexamined many times since its development, a focus on 
reception allows me not only to highlight the language and application of the documents, but also 
to analyze how individual interpretations gave meaning to the “Students’ Right to Their Own 
Language” in seeking to uncover its underlying intentions and implications. With these 
interpretations still in mind, I then review the efforts on behalf of CCCC and NCTE to maintain 
an official focus on language in the field. And finally, I examine the “new” language movement, 
with a focus on how this movement both extends and departs from the SRTOL and subsequent 
position statements and resolutions on language.  
By acknowledging the field as an agent of monolingualism, the new language movement 
disassociates itself from much of the field’s previous language scholarship, including language 
statements and resolutions. However, this acknowledgement alone does not ensure that the 
movement will be any more influential than the “Students’ Right to Their Own Language,” 
or the “National Language Policy,” or any “official” position that emerged in between.  For 
scholars already invested the issues and politics of language, the legitimacy and potential of the 
new language movement may not be contingent on its relationship to the larger history of 
language projects in the field. As a larger field, however, Rhetoric and Composition maintains an 
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ambivalent stance toward language.  To the majority of the field’s members, which constitutes 
the audience language projects hope to engage, the new language movement risks being 
perceived as one project among many which, together, represent a history of fragmented 
perspectives on language. The SRTOL, the “official” language statements of CCCC and NCTE 
that followed, and the new language movement all represent the efforts of a relatively small 
segment of the field’s membership to generate wider consensus on the field’s position on 
language. As this chapter illustrates, all these efforts include important claims regarding the 
value of multilingualism to individuals and to the field, as well as the role of English and 
Composition teachers in respecting and nurturing this value. At the same time, when considered 
in relation to one another, these statements reveal a lack of cohesion that further diminishes the 
plausibility of consensus. This discontinuity, in fact, may also be partially to blame for the 
overall decline in debate over language issues in the field.  
 
Students’ Right to Their Own Language—Then and Now 
In the context of the Students’ Right to Their Own Language, the term “language” was 
used strategically to construct an inclusive, universalist platform from which to argue what was 
immediately at stake—the legitimacy of a particular language, the Black English Vernacular 
(BEV), which was most commonly considered not a language of its own, but a dialect of 
English. And, of course, it argued the legitimacy of the speakers of BEV. In other words, 
language rights in this context were as much, if not more, about race and racial equality as they 
were about language. In this way, the SRTOL was in part about constructing a relationship 
between the discipline and the larger national race politics; those who supported the SRTOL also 
supported racial equality, while those who rejected it had a lot to explain. This relationship, 
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however, was compromised by an explosion of pragmatic arguments, not least of which asserted 
that composition instructors would actually be doing students a disservice if the students were 
not taught Standard English, an essential tool for success.  
Before their official publication in 1974, the SRTOL resolution and background 
statement were circulated among CCCC members. And before this, in 1972, the “Student’s Right 
to Their Own Language” Committee presented a draft of the resolution to the CCCC Executive 
Committee. Consequently, though most of the discussion and debate took place after the 
documents were presented to the field at large, written response appears in CCC as early as 1972. 
Almost immediately, for example, William Pixton and John R. Hendrickson developed 
counterstatements that attacked the proposed resolution’s legitimacy. Pixton accused the CCCC 
Executive Committee of attempting to “bury English amid the chaos of dialects, diversity, and 
ignorance,” (299) and urged members to reject the resolution and its implications about the status 
of English. Equally dismissive, though perhaps more hostile, Hendrickson ridicules the 
resolution by writing in a dialect of arguable authenticity.  A less contemptuous challenge to the 
SRTOL comes with Garland Cannon’s “Multidialects: the Student’s Right to His Own 
Language.” Cannon was willing to accept many of the SRTOL’s claims about the legitimacy of 
dialects other than Standard English as well as the importance of these dialects to their users, but 
believed the lack of linguistic knowledge must suspend the SRTOL’s impact on classroom 
practice. Though these pieces appeared before the background statement, these arguments were 
present throughout the 1970s. In other words, they foreshadowed the inevitable future of the 
SRTOL.  
That the resolution incited critical response was no surprise to the SRTOL and CCCC 
Executive committees. In fact, the background statement was developed precisely to anticipate 
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skepticism and controversy, as the committee recognized the need to ground the resolution in 
legitimate research. The background statement attempted to make transparent the motivations for 
drafting the resolution, and acknowledges in the introduction that “without a clear explanation of 
the linguistic and social knowledge on which it rests, many people would find it 
incomprehensible.” At the request of the Executive Committee, a sub-committee assembled the 
statement to “examine some common misconceptions about language and dialect, define some 
key terms, and provide some suggestions for sounder, alternate approaches.”  The introduction 
makes clear that the statement is not meant to provide an “introductory course in Linguistics,” 
nor does it constitute a teaching manual. Rather, the statement aims to “answer some of the 
questions the resolutions will raise.” The committee charged with writing the statement had a 
strong sense of these questions because, as Geneva Smitherman recounts in two retrospective 
discussions, the SRTOL committee had already endured many internal conflicts throughout the 
drafting process. Members of this committee shared an investment in helping the field 
understand and negotiate the language variations that were increasingly present in the classroom, 
and they agreed that a resolution was overdue. That agreement, however, did not always extend 
to decisions concerning the contents of that resolution, as members brought to the table 
contradictory perspectives:  “We were not all of like minds about the ‘Students’ Right’ 
resolution, nor its implications,” Smitherman recalls “[a]nd we certainly were not of identical 
persuasion on the issue of America’s linguistic ills and solutions to them” (SRTOL24). She calls 
the resolution, a “compromise publication” and credits Richard Lloyd-Jones and Melvin Butler 
with assembling a final document members “could live with” (“CCCC Role” 362).  While, for 
instance, Smitherman would have liked the documents to be more progressive in their stance on 
non-standard dialects, others on the committee thought they had already gone too far. Their final 
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form represents the best efforts that could be made at that time and from “within the system,” as 
working within the system and recognizing its limitations was certainly better than “doing 
nothing while waiting for the Revolution to come” (SRTOL22).  
 After working through the many conflicts that marked the SRTOL committee’s 
experience, members could not but foresee resistance. Unlike the resolution, the authority of 
which was grounded in a negotiated sense of what was fair and right for students of non-standard 
dialects, the background statement based its authority on scholarship and research, primarily 
from the field of Linguistics. While these documents—the resolution and background 
statement—were intended to be complementary, some scholars believed the statement 
compromised the integrity of the resolution. William G. Clark, for example, wrote of his 
disillusionment in a 1975 CCC Counterstatment:  
I was not only surprised, I was disappointed. The whole project had from the 
beginning been so logical and so impossible and so noble: other dialects are as 
good as Standard English; no more than a handful of English teachers would have 
stopped worshipping at the shrine of Standard English whatever the resolution 
said; and teaching dialect speakers that their dialect is as good as any other is a 
virtuous act. But the committee in charge of the resolution lost their nerve and 
cost us a cause.  
Clark praises the majority of the statement, but regrets its final move to acknowledge the 
importance of Standard English. Despite all of the evidence presented in the statement regarding 
the legitimacy of other dialects and the field’s responsibility to accept them, the document 
acquiesces to the necessary, if not ultimate, goal of teaching of Standard English. Parts of Clark’s 
commentary may sound somewhat strange—he seems to mock the resolution even as he 
  21 
commends it—but it is quite insightful in its anticipation of the direction the SRTOL, as a 
disciplinary movement, would take.  
The pairing of the resolution and background statement presented a number of seemingly 
irreconcilable tensions that have since pervaded language projects and scholarship ever since. 
Tensions between what is right versus what is true, what is true versus what is possible, and what 
is possible versus what is acceptable characterized discussion as people struggled to make sense 
of the SRTOL documents. Debate revolved around two main questions: What exactly were the 
SRTOL documents saying about the English language? And what did they expect composition 
instructors to DO with this information?  As Smitherman notes, many of the early responses that 
took up these questions were rather compelling, especially those most skeptical of the 
documents’ implications. These same two questions, however, continued to engage and baffle 
compositionists before, finally, seeming to excuse them from attempting to shift their practices 
or refigure the field’s objectives. Scholars who rejected the resolution and statement outright 
often did so based on the inarguable importance, even superiority, of Standard. Scholars like 
Pixton and Hendrickson felt the study and practice of Standard English was an integral part of 
the field. Those who appreciated the spirit of the SRTOL, and agreed with at least some of its 
key arguments, had reservations about how to work around the authority of Standard English, 
believing that the lack of practical advice was the only thing holding them back from 
encouraging students to exercise their language rights in the classroom, whatever that meant.  
Supporters of the SRTOL followed in Cannon’s footsteps, accepting the resolution and 
background statement as theoretically sound, but pedagogically underdeveloped and impractical. 
Both sides shared an investment in the success of the student, but arguments that focused on 
practicalities, and spoke to the field’s existent expertise garnered more widespread and lasting 
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support—so lasting, it seems, that any memory of pedagogical development during that time has 
been virtually erased, and the few attempts to recover it have received little attention.  
It remains difficult to determine how many individuals were actually persuaded by the 
SRTOL background statement, since the majority of published responses seemed to challenge 
the resolution and/or statement, and supporting arguments come either from the SRTOL 
committee members or from scholars predisposed to accepting the resolution. James Sledd, for 
example, was an active proponent of the SRTOL and had been writing on behalf of marginalized 
language varieties since the 1950s. Though his work on the SRTOL, specifically, appears 
somewhat later—in the 1980s—Sledd and others, including David Eskey and Dennis Baron, 
were discussing language and dialect in the pages of College English at the same time that 
Students’ Right was being introduced and debated in CCC.  In other words, the scholars 
responsible for the development and adoption of the SRTOL documents were not the only people 
taking an active role in publicizing the significance of language and dialect issues for the field. 
At the same time, the SRTOL documents were different than the many articles confronting 
similar concerns. As “official” texts, they played a performative role, which generally lies 
outside the scope of an article’s ability. Not only did they ignite heated and long-lasting debate; 
they also gave new meaning to all scholarship in the field that focused on language differences. 
They politicized language discussions and connected the work of scholars with differing 
disciplinary investments and objectives.  
Again, the SRTOL “movement” involves more than the documents themselves—it is 
constituted by the discussion and debate those documents ignited, in the forms of committee 
meeting negotiations, published statements and counterstatements in immediate response to the 
documents and to one another, and subsequent scholarship that engaged existing interpretations 
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and offered new understandings. Later work from Parks and Smitherman attempting to make 
sense of Henrickson’s application of dialect, for example, reveals three layers of interpretation, 
each of which focuses largely on questions of practical reasonability and possibility. While Parks 
and Smitherman do not engage one another directly, they both evaluate Hendrickson’s rhetorical 
move to parody nonstandard dialect usage in an academic, professional context. Both read 
Hendrickson as opposed to the SRTOL documents, which he sees as dismissing convention and 
inviting students to use whichever language forms they choose. They disagree, however, on the 
implications of his approach. For Smitherman, Hendrickson engages the issues creatively and 
head-on. He takes scholarly dialogue in a new direction, which in a sense parallels the intentions 
of the SRTOL, even if his intention is to contest.  For Parks, Hendrickson misunderstands the 
pedagogical implications of the SRTOL by writing in a pseudodialect that reduces language 
differences to “simple spelling errors, thereby “failing to consider how dialects might be usefully 
invoked in a classroom setting” (175). “Different dialects,” Parks argues, “could lead to both an 
increased understanding of language and the acquisition of dialects of wider communication” 
(175).  Together, the resolution, Hendrickson’s critique of the resolution, and Smitherman and 
Parks’s responses to Hendrickson’s interpretation, represent one line of argument spreading 
across the three main “phases” of the movement. The resolution, in Hendrickson’s view, 
challenged the authority of standardized English, and in response, Hendrickson reclaimed this 
authority and dismissed the resolution as antithetical to the field’s goals. Later, Smitherman and 
Parks reinterpret the resolution and evaluate Hendrickson’s critique accordingly.  As this line of 
argument indicates, responses to the SRTOL maintained a battle of interpretations that was 
similarly enthusiastic, if not as aggressive, as the debate over the initial adoption of the SRTOL.  
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The SRTOL can be commended for raising awareness in the field, encouraging language 
scholarship for years to come, and, of course, paving the way for future language resolutions and 
statements. But, it might also be credited with oversimplifying the relationship between political 
positioning and disciplinary practice.  Though the resolution made a political statement, the 
movement generated a preoccupation with classroom practice, often at the expense of further 
political discussion. In 2005, Patrick Bruch and Richard Marback compiled a collection of essays 
dedicated to considering past and future implications of SRTOL. The Hope and the Legacy: The 
Past, Present and Future of "Students' Right to Their Own Language” is separated into four 
sections, highlighting the various phases of the movement.  The first three, “The Context of The 
Students’ Right to Their Own Language”, “Initial Responses,” and “The Second Wave of 
Reflection and Engagement” demonstrate that, as a movement of the past, the SRTOL generated 
a tremendous volume of work debating its impact on the minds and practices of writing 
instructors. Perhaps in response to the decision of both the CCCC Executive Committee and 
NCTE to “reaffirm” the SRTOL documents in 2003, the final section of The Hope and the 
Legacy indicates that scholars have turned their attention to reexamining the SRTOL in light of a 
new historical context.  
 As Stephen Parks, Geneva Smitherman, and others remind us, the SRTOL was a product 
of its political moment—it emerged out of the Civil Rights Movement, which mobilized a 
particular configuration of rights—primarily individualist, nationalist, and, according to Stephen 
Parks, working ultimately to “bring African Americans into a productive relationship with the 
new, [post-war, liberal welfare state] economy” (155). When considering the future of the 
SRTOL, as the third part of Bruch and Marback’s collection aims to, it is not merely insufficient 
to simply “reaffirm” SRTOL; it may also be dangerous in that it is antithetical to the kinds of 
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pedagogical and political efforts writing scholars have developed and/or supported since the 
debut of the SRTOL in 1974. Suspicious of the SRTOL’s past, Marback argues that while we 
can “read ‘Students’ Right’ in light of the recent transformations of rights culture of the United 
States, interpreting it as expressing a discourse that has failed us and that we should be glad to 
get past, […] the idea of someone having a right to a language has become more widespread and 
has gained importance outside of the United States” (246).  
Pointing to the constitutions of Canada and South Africa, and to the United Nations as a 
seemingly more encompassing context in which the discourse of language rights has recently 
proliferated, Marback seeks new resources for compositionists as they reconfigure rights to 
better confront current (and local) language struggles. Though the contributions to the “future” 
section of Hope and the Legacy vary in their projections of the SRTOL’s future, they align in 
four important ways: 1) they do not seek to undermine SRTOL’s place in history, as many 
reflective pieces have done 2) they are suspicious of an uncritical “reaffirmation” of the SRTOL, 
3) their suspicions lead them to seek resources outside the field, even outside academia, and 4) 
their “solutions” to the “contextual misalignments” they outline raise important questions about 
the potential dangers of rights, as well as their alleged flexibility. Again, it is not out of a shared 
vision of the SRTOL’s future that such questions emerge. Marback’s turn to the United Nations 
leaves the SRTOL respectfully behind—it suggests that the SRTOL has taken us as far as it 
could, and that is the United Nations that will bring us into the next stage of language rights 
development. Parks, on the other hand, wants to “reframe” SRTOL in accordance with a new 
model of organizing—a model that unlike the Civil Rights Movement, “is aligning itself against 
corporations, against unfettered globalism and against the new working conditions” (155). 
Rather than continuing to frame the SRTOL as “protecting a singular voice of a student,” Parks 
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believes we can use it to “create a collective identity across a broad spectrum of languages and 
domains” (157).  In a sense, then, Parks leaves the SRTOL behind, at least as an objective, and 
with this departure comes the potential abandonment of language rights, as well. Marback’s turn 
to the United Nations may move away from the SRTOL, but does reaffirm language rights in a 
new global context—a context in which “language” does not mean nonstandard English dialects 
alone, and language rights cannot be defined in relation to a particular, national movement 
(Horner 175).  
In his work to expose and critique the corporatization of higher education in the United 
States, Henry Giroux argues that “[as] corporate culture and values shape university life, 
corporate planning replaces social planning, management becomes a substitute for leadership, 
and the private domain of individual achievement replaces the discourse of public politics and 
social responsibility” (10). Several scholars currently examining the SRTOL are suspicious of its 
past precisely because they recognize now the ways in which the SRTOL, particularly in its 
situated formulation of rights, has implicated education in Neoliberal ideologies that value the 
private over the public, the individual over the collective. As Amy Hawkins argues in her 
contribution to The Hope and the Legacy,  
our elision of rights and responsibilities […] reinforces our emphasis on the 
purpose of a college education as the improvement of the individual; the 
individual’s effort to position him or herself with respect to our own cultural 
definition of success. Such an individualist approach negates the politics inherent 
in our own personal actions; how what we do, say, and write can be understood as 
racist, sexist, classist, ageist, homophobic, or whatever. (167) 
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I read “rights” in this statement to mean not only the rights that the SRTOL resolution claimed 
for students, and that institutions and instructors subsequently did not grant, but also rights as a 
historically-situated and ideologically loaded vehicle for unintended or unconsidered 
consequences.  In a sense, we elide responsibility whether we acknowledge rights or not, because 
in acknowledging rights we “reaffirm” a history of rights that has first and foremost served to 
validate and protect individuals, even when individuals happen to belong to an identifiable 
group.  
In pointing us in the direction of the UN, Richard Marback seems to suggest that we 
follow the trail of language rights, wherever they may lead. His point, of course, is more 
complex than this: like others who have moved beyond the question of whether SRTOL 
ultimately succeeded or failed, Marback considers the SRTOL’s limitations and possibilities as a 
nationalist movement that could not anticipate the language issues and questions of today. Still, 
underlying the work of Parks, Hawkins, and Horner as they review the SRTOL is the even more 
fundamental concern about how calling on rights has defined both language and its users in 
individualistic, sometimes universalist and other times essentialist ways. The United Nations 
may, as Marback hopes, offer configurations of language rights more useful to compositionists 
than those they feel are too closely associated with the imperatives of the Civil Rights 
Movement. But the development of rights within the UN is characterized by these same 
contradictions regarding individualism and collectivity, and rights development and 
interpretation, suggesting the CRM, SRTOL, Universal Declaration of Linguistic Rights, and 
more recent UN language rights instruments operate within a shared rights culture and emerge 
out of a shared history of rights that can be traced most clearly back to the Enlightenment period, 
when such philosophers as John Locke and John Stuart Mill translated natural rights into civil 
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and political rights. While turning to the UN, or other transnational organizations that are using 
rights, makes good sense insofar as it is a site where language rights are being actively debated 
and expanded, we must consider both the ways in which both composition and the UN operate 
within the same larger context of language rights, as well as the extent to which the UN operates 
as a distinct context in which language rights are mobilized in association with particular 
political agendas, or in response to particular political or cultural threats. In other words, if 
Marback hopes to move language rights in composition studies beyond the context of the 
SRTOL because of its historical ties to the CRM (the achievements of which are undergoing 
increasing attack, if not a process of reversal), it is imperative that compositionists anticipate the 
potential consequences of inviting the UN (the work of which is currently under scrutiny) to 
redefine language rights for the field.  
 
Language Positions of CCCC and NCTE: From Multidialect to Multilingual 
In addition to inspiring further discussion about the usefulness of language rights for the 
field and beyond, the SRTOL helped establish CCCC and NCTE as a forum for subsequent 
resolutions and position statements relating to language difference.   The CCCC “Statement on 
Ebonics” of 1998, for example, reiterates the position put forth in the SRTOL background 
statement regarding Black English Vernacular. Both statements emphasize the role of attitudes 
about language, as opposed to the functionality or inherent importance of languages, in 
determining which languages are privileged and which languages command less prestige. The 
“Statement on Ebonics,” like “The National Language Policy” that preceded it and the 
“Statement on Second Language Writing and Writers” that followed, is not, however, simply a 
sequel to, or revision of the “Students’ Right to Their Own Language.” Rather, each of these 
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later statements engages a current language “controversy” playing out in the national context. In 
this way, all three statements differ from the SRTOL, which instead anticipated the articulation 
of dialectal difference and national race politics. Still, with the work of the SRTOL under its belt, 
CCCC was well prepared to issue a statement on Ebonics, when Ebonics drew national interest 
in the mid 1990s. The “Statement on Ebonics” responded to what CCCC felt was “incomplete, 
uninformed, and in some cases, purposefully distorted” information put forth by the public media 
and reiterated the validity of Black English Vernacular (BEV) as a “systematic and rule-
governed” language method “that many African American students use in daily conversation and 
in the performance of academic tasks.”  
According to NCTE archival holdings, the next language-based position statement 
following the SRTOL was assembled in 1980 and addressed “the Responsibility of English 
Teachers in a Multilingual, Multicultural Society” (NCTE). This statement acknowledges that by 
1980, English and Rhetoric and Composition scholars had access to “much new and useful 
knowledge about language learning and language differences,” but still wanted to address 
concerns regarding the deficient impact of this knowledge in classrooms.  Though this 
statement/resolution does not reference the SRTOL directly, its reference to new knowledge 
suggests that NCTE members have the in mind. In fact, the actual text of the “Responsibility” 
resolution does not reiterate any points or theories about language beyond claiming a disciplinary 
responsibility to “all students, including the linguistically different, whether bilingual, bi-
dialectal, or non-English speaking.” Rather, NCTE promises in this document to publicize new 
knowledge about language, and to help relevant groups and institutions outside the field 
understand NCTE’s commitment to the students this knowledge serves. Notably, the statement 
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concludes with a pledge to facilitate “legislation that will support the efforts of language arts 
teachers to develop the English language skills of students who are linguistically diverse.” 
When considering how this final pledge positions the “Responsibility” resolution in 
relation to the SRTOL, it is first important to recognize that NCTE’s position statement, “On the 
Students’ Right to Their Own Language,” differed substantially from the resolution first 
distributed by CCCC. While the CCCC version focused primarily on respecting diversity in 
language, NCTE’s statement addressed the pedagogical responsibility of English teachers to 
teach students of all dialectal backgrounds the conventions of “written edited American 
English.” In some ways, then, NCTE’s SRTOL resolution combines CCCC’s resolution and 
background statement into one document that emphasizes the move of CCCC to ultimately 
confirm the importance of edited American English (EAE). NCTE’s statement and resolution 
“On the Responsibility of English Teachers in a Multilingual, Multicultural Society” does 
confront the problem with the SRTOL that Steven Parks later explores in Class Politics when he 
discusses the SRTOL’s limited circulation outside of field. Also, the 1980 statement supports an 
inclusive understanding of who the field should aim to serve, thereby upholding the intentions of 
SRTOL. However, depending on one’s perspective of the SRTOL’s trajectory—as having 
reached its full and proper potential by way of negotiation and revision, or as the mere beginning 
of an increasingly progressive movement toward real acceptance of linguistic variation—“On the 
Responsibility” can be read either as an extension of SRTOL, or as a step backward.  
Perhaps because NCTE’s version of the SRTOL more prominently highlighted the 
relationship between non-standardized dialects and standardized English than the relationship 
between multi-dialectalism and multilingualism, the SRTOL had relatively little to offer the field 
when controversies regarding bilingual education began to circulate in the public sphere. As I 
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will further discuss below, the SRTOL is slightly more applicable as compositionists grapple 
with the prospect of English as the official national language; however, both controversies—
bilingual education and English-only—impelled NCTE and CCCC toward research more directly 
concerned with language, rather than with dialect. Again, both of the SRTOL resolutions, as well 
as the statement “On the Responsibility of English Teachers” declare that students of languages 
and dialects other than Edited American English (EAE) are the field’s concern; thus, even if the 
dialect-focused language theories that emerged from the SRTOL were not particularly useful 
when the issue was “foreign” languages, the SRTOL did foreground NCTE and CCCC’s 
engagement with arguments regarding bilingual education and English-only legislation. When it 
came to making arguments, however, these organizations looked to ESL and bilingual education 
research, and to U.S. legal documents that counter moves to exclude native languages other than 
English from students’ educational experience.  
In 1981, in response to ongoing controversy surrounding bilingual education since the 
late 1970s, NCTE formed a committee of language specialists to develop a detailed position 
statement on “Issues in ESL and Bilingual Education.” From this statement, NCTE pulled key 
points to create an official NCTE Position Statement, “On English as a Second Language and 
Bilingual Education,” published in 1982.  Though this statement maintains the importance of 
English as a national, and thereby necessary, language, the first provision recognizes the 
importance of an individual’s first language: 
 Resolved, that the National Council of Teachers of English 
1. emphasize the desirability of preserving a student’s first language and 
its cultural ties, since the first language is considered a base upon which the 
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student adds control of English and some familiarity with its literature and the 
culture within which that literature developed 
Of course, bilingualism here is supported primarily as a vehicle by which a student can reach a 
better understanding of English. Yet the resolution does indicate a clear shift from 
multidialectalism to multilingualism—a seemingly unconscious shift despite the presence of 
parallel underlying arguments:  1) the students are closely tied to their dialect or language, in that 
their dialect or language embodies their culture, and it is their right to enjoy their culture, and 2) 
students are, in fact, literate before they know English, and this literacy should be used as a tool 
in the teaching of English, rather than treated as a barrier to be overcome. When, in the late 
1980s, the issue shifted back to dialect with the “Statement on Ebonics,” CCCC upholds these 
two arguments, as well as the distinction between concerns about language and those regarding 
dialect.  While the “Statement on Ebonics” pulls explicitly from the SRTOL resolution and 
background, it does not call on more recent language work in ESL and Bilingual Education.  
An ongoing threat to linguistic plurality in the United States—one that has commanded 
the attention of many academic fields, including Rhetoric and Composition —is the English-only 
movement, which according to CCCC’s “National Language Policy,” began in 1981 “when 
Senator S.I. Hayakawa sponsored a constitutional amendment to make English the official 
language of the United States” (CCCC “National Language” 1). Dennis Baron’s The English 
Only Question exposes a long history of individuals and groups developing policies and 
regulations to ensure the exclusive presence of English in specific settings. The current English-
only movement, which pursues official English legislation at the federal level, materialized in 
response to increased minority rights protection in the 1960s and 70s (Baron 16). As a 
reactionary response, current English-only activism seemed a sudden development. Language 
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advocate James Crawford has characterized the English-only movement as having “come out of 
nowhere” to enjoy rapid and widespread success:  
Previously no one had warned that the nation’s dominant language was 
endangered by the encroachment of other tongues – creeping bilingualism – or 
that it needed ‘legal protection’ in the United States. Suddenly there were 
legislative campaigns to give English official status, an idea never proposed at the 
federal level before 1981, and to restrict the public use of minority languages. 
Such Official English measures have now been adopted by twenty-three states.1 In 
1996, for the first time, Congress voted on and the House of Representatives 
approved a bill designating English as the federal government’s sole language of 
official business. (1) 
Before CCCC presented the statement constituting the “National Language Policy,” NCTE 
issued a position statement in 1986 denouncing the English-only movement and urging 
“legislators, other public officials, and citizens” to take action against any efforts to secure 
English as an official language “or to ‘preserve,’ ‘purify,’ or ‘enhance’ the language.” As both 
CCCC and NCTE had argued in previous resolutions and statements, students’ knowledge of 
other languages benefits them as they learn to work authoritatively with the English language. 
The “National Language Policy” further emphasizes that the richness of English can be 
attributed in part to the “influences of the languages and cultures of any of the peoples in 
America.”  No language is fixed or self-sufficient; rather, languages are in a constant state of 
transformation, a state perpetuated in part by the movement of words, phrases, and other 
linguistic structures across languages. Accordingly, two of the three “interdependent” parts that 
                                                 
1 Since Crawford published his report, seven additional states have named English their official language.  I say a bit 
more about the English-only movement in Chapter Four, where I include a footnote with current official English 
states.  
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make up the “National Language Policy” articulate objectives that contravene efforts to control 
and restrict the presence and use of languages other than English:  
2)  To support programs that assert the legitimacy of native languages and dialects 
and ensure that proficiency in one’s mother tongue will not be lost. 
3) To foster the teaching of languages other than English so that native speakers 
of English can rediscover the language of their heritage or learn a second 
language. (1) 
While the first part of the statement stresses the importance of supporting both native and 
nonnative speakers as they learn English, “the language of wider communication,” these second 
and third stipulations address both dialect and language, and pronounce a commitment to 
fostering a multilingual society.  
In addition to these three objectives, the “National Language Policy” includes 
information about the origins of the English-only movement, a summary of the problems with 
English-only legislation, and the names of several fellow English-only opponents.  The statement 
also provides a list of titles that helped inspire and inform the policy.  This list includes, among 
others, James Crawford, Dennis Baron, and Geneva Smitherman-Donaldson, thereby 
acknowledging the relevance of multiple language histories that have contributed to linguistic 
variations at both dialectal and language levels. Though the English-only movement targets 
languages other than English in the United States more fiercely than multiple Englishes, CCCC 
interprets attempts to impose linguistic homogeneity as a threat to any language system that 
differs from standardized, or Edited American, English. In fact, the piece of scholarship that 
most explicitly influenced the shape and content of the “National Language Policy” is 
Smitherman-Donaldson’s “Toward a National Public Policy on Language” which, 
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characteristically of her scholarship since the SRTOL, attempts to bridge the divide between 
issues of dialect and those of language. The dangers that both non-dominant language and 
dialects face, she argues, emerge out of the same attitudes and interests:  
The aborted movement [SRTOL], spearheaded by the Conference on College 
Composition and Communication, to establish a national public policy on 
language would have addressed the mother tongue and language crises of all 
Americans—not just Blacks, Browns, Reds. […] For you see, no one escapes the 
tentacles of the self appointed guardians and preservers of the national tongue (as 
spoken by themselves, I remind you.) […] Thus, a policy affirming the mother 
tongue and dialect of ALL would have the effect of protecting the many from the 
linguistic imperialism of the few. (30) 
Here, Smitherman characterizes the English-only movement as a threat any learner whose 
linguistic development relies on educational approaches that acknowledge and utilize language 
difference. The English-only movement, in this view, is less a language movement and more an 
anti-language movement—a movement that imagines a future without the need for strategies to 
negotiate, much less nurture, linguistic plurality.  Thus, even if the English-only movement 
targets primarily non-English (if not bilingual) speakers in the U.S., it still provides “yet another 
justification for cut-backs in Federal funding for the language-based educational programs for 
Blacks and other minorities struggling against functional illiteracy in school districts across the 
country.” The “National Language Policy” therefore resumes “the unfinished business” of the 
“Student’s Right to Their Own Language” and addresses the specific concerns of a new era 
(Smitherman-Donaldson “Toward a National” 31).  
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 As its title suggests, the “National Language Policy” imagines a broad audience, 
resolving to influence educators at all levels and in all institutions, educational and public policy-
makers, and interested members of the general public (as voters, parents, citizens). Despite its 
seemingly grand intentions, though, the policy has resulted in very little publicized controversy 
within the field. Whereas the field’s major journals, CCC and College English, have included a 
significant number of statements and articles that respond directly to the SRTOL, “The National 
Language Policy” has not appeared in either of these journals as a distinct topic of discussion or 
debate. There are undoubtedly multiple reasons for this absence, including the fact that neither 
journal published the policy, thereby leaving no designated open forum for its consideration.  
Another explanation may relate more directly to the content of statements, resolutions, and other 
language scholarship since the SRTOL. As I discuss above, from the SRTOL background 
statement to the “National Language Policy,” CCCC and NCTE have repeatedly assured readers 
of their dedication to the teaching of EAE. Individual scholars, too, have rebutted accusations 
that they privilege other language varieties. No language statement since CCCC’s version of the 
SRTOL resolution has not included some affirmation of the importance of teaching and learning 
“the language of wider communication.”  
Of course, the articles of CCC and College English do not offer a comprehensive 
representation of the scholarship emerging in the field; in 1990, one year after CCCC adopted the 
language policy, Baron’s The English Only Question was released, as was a collection of articles 
edited by Harvey A. Daniels and published by NCTE entitled Not Only English: Affirming 
America’s Multicultural Heritage. When CCCC updated the policy in 1992, these books were 
added to the selected titles list these books, along with three additional texts on English and 
language policy, all of which were published between 1989 and 1992. These three texts—
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Perspectives on Official English (Ed. Karen L. Adam and Daniel T. Brink), Language Loyalties 
(Ed. James Crawford), and Only English? Law and Language Policy in the United States (Bill 
Piatt)—serve as important resources for compositionists, but they do not examine the movement 
in relation to the field of Rhetoric and Composition; therefore, they do not address, either 
directly or indirectly, the implications of the “National Language Policy.” In other words, while 
the “National Language Policy” did not ignite the kind of internal debate that the SRTOL did, 
the English-only movement has inspired scholarship within the field, and a number of studies 
across the disciplines of general English studies, Linguistics, ESL, and Law. Consequently, as 
compositionists now grapple with emergent scholarship concerning language difference in the 
classroom and beyond, they often seek resources from other disciplines rather than review the 
field’s own history of language work.   
 
The New Language Movement  
Though Richard Marback suggests we look to the global context where language rights 
have gained some momentum, scholars of the new language movement are focused on the 
complexities of language politics in this nation, on the field’s contribution to national language 
attitudes and policies, and on how these attitudes and policies affect language use elsewhere.  
Rather than arguing the legitimacy (or illegitimacy) of language rights, then, a vocal number of 
language scholars within composition now seek to understand the existing and the evolving 
realities of linguistic pluralities long-ignored by the discipline and the nation. This does not 
mean, however, that these scholars consider language rights completely outside the scope of their 
imperative(s). “Certainly,” Trimbur notes in his contribution to the special issue of College 
English, “a national policy on language must defend such rights” (“Linguistic Memory” 586). 
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But language rights have often signified a mere “tolerance of many languages,” and 
multilingualism, Trimbur believes, signifies more than this:  
It also entails the status planning of languages and an additive language policy 
whereby all students as a matter of course speak, write, and learn in more than 
one language and all citizens thereby become capable of communicating with one 
another in a number of languages, code-switching as appropriate to the rhetorical 
situation. The goal of such a national language policy […] goes beyond a 
discourse of linguistic rights to imagine the abolition of English monolingualism 
altogether and the creation in its place of a linguistic culture where being 
multilingual is both normal and desirable, as it is throughout much of the world. 
(587) 
Though participants in the new language movement do not lay sole claim to the responsibility of 
developing a national language policy, they do seem to share an interest in more deliberately 
articulating their work in conjunction with language work in the national context, and, and by 
extension, in the international context. Reflecting on the field’s work with the “Students’ Right 
to Their Own Language” movement of the 1970s, Geneva Smitherman envisioned a language 
project for the future: 
“Students’ Right to Their Own Language” served its historical time and paved 
the way for this next evolutionary state. We’re now in the period of a new 
paradigm shift, from a provincial, more narrowly conceived focus to a broader 
internationalist perspective. We thus are being forced to address the issue of 
multiple linguistic voices, not only here, but in the global family. (SRTOL27).  
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SRTOL worked to build a relationship between the discipline and the larger national race 
politics, between prevailing language differences in the classroom and the Civil Rights 
Movement. Since Geneva Smitherman’s call for a change in focus to account for a new historical 
context and a new linguistic situation, several language scholars in the field have acknowledged 
this “paradigm shift” and argued on behalf of multilingualism as both a local and a global reality, 
as well as a disciplinary objective. 
This new movement includes work that retraces the field’s development as an English-
only institution, as well as work that articulates revised objectives for the field. And while the 
historical work examines various key moments or processes, there seems to be a common 
understanding of what these objectives should be. Paul Kei Matsuda’s “The Myth of Linguistic 
Homogeneity,” for example, focuses on the process of linguistic containment and the 
concomitant development of English as a Second Language programs, while John Trimbur takes 
a broader focus, locating the origins of the English Only policy in British and U.S. colonialism. 
Both, however, see the normalization of multilingualism as a necessary goal: Matsuda believes 
we must “reimagine the composition classroom as the multilingual space that it is, where the 
presence of language differences is the default” and Trimbur advocates “an additive 
multilingualism in which a range of languages are involved as the medium of writing, as the 
medium of instruction across the university of curriculum, and as the medium of deliberation in 
the public sphere” (“Linguistic Memory” 586).   
The new language movement moves back and forth between classroom and nation, 
examining the origins of the English-only movement and identifying how the standardized 
English ideal continues to influence educational practice and public discourse on language. As 
the work of Min-Zhan Lu reminds us, an additional ramification of (perfect) English-only 
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policies is the spread of fear among individuals who do not identify as native U.S. English 
speakers: the “fear that ‘linguistic imperfection’ will cause a ‘communication’ breakdown; the 
fear that critical engagement with the language one needs to survive and thrive is incompatible 
with one’s effort to acquire it; a fear arising from the assumption that (socially or self-identified) 
Native-Speaking, White, and/or Middle-Class users of English are monolingual; the fear that 
issues of dissonance are irrelevant to their learning and discursive practices. (19)  According to 
Lu, Rhetoric and Composition scholars have a “certified power to directly and indirectly police 
how others use English,” both within the U.S. and across the globe (Lu “An Essay” 21). The 
transnational movement of people and texts, including teaching materials, brings word of 
standards and expectations to places in the world where English has gained prestige as the 
language of international communication and commerce (Canagarajah 83-84; Lu “An Essay” 
21). Though Min-Zhan Lu and A. Suresh Canagarajah examine the impact of English outside of 
the United States, they do so in relation to language dynamics and possibilities in the U.S. 
composition classroom.  
 
Conclusion 
The United States includes a multiplicity of languages, and the university plays a 
significant role in expanding the number of languages, as well as the number of multilingual 
individuals. Matsuda reports that in the 2003-2004 academic year, U.S. colleges included 
572,509 international students, “most of whom came from countries where English is not the 
dominant language.” In addition, the number of English language learners graduating from U.S. 
high schools each year is estimated at 150,000 to 225, 000, and these numbers do not include the 
many functional bilinguals or speakers of non-standard varieties of English. What these figures 
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demonstrate is that, “the myth of linguistic homogeneity—the assumption that college students 
are by default native speakers of a privileged variety of English—is seriously out of sync with 
the sociolinguistic reality of today’s U.S. higher education as well as of U.S. society at large” 
(Matsuda “Myth” 504).  
Though this recent collective of language scholarship does not present the field’s history 
of “official” language projects as a central “object” of examination, it does seek to explain 
related language dynamics in a way that can help make sense of all the field’s past efforts to 
engage in language politics. If, for example, the “Students’ Right to Their Own Language” 
movement was both about racial equality and subject to the conditions of a policy of 
monolingualism, it is no wonder that what prevailed was the sense that African-American 
speakers of BEV would best be served by learning the dominant language.  Trimbur argues that 
to understand how we’ve come to this point, we must adopt a “transnational perspective that 
enables us to see how U.S. English took shape in relation to other languages” (“Linguistic 
Memory” 579). In addition, I would argue that we must also begin to acknowledge how language 
myths are reified, or reinvented, through competing and changing disciplinary investments of 
both past and present, as well as larger, national investments that respond to current threats 
and/or developments. Though Trimbur seems to agree with Mary Louise Pratt that Americans 
are not hostile to multilingualism, but rather “ambivalent about the multiple languages spoken on 
the street, at work, in the schoolyard, and in the homes where 25 percent of the population speak 
a language other than English” (“Linguistic Memory” 575), signs of hostility abound—in the 
forms of anti-bilingual education legislation, recent efforts to overturn The Voting Rights Act of 
1965, and no less indicative, the proliferation of bumper stickers that read “Welcome to 
America. Now Speak English,” or “Speak English Asshole.” Certainly, many people are 
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ambivalent, but what these acts of hostility suggest to me is that the more multilingualism 
becomes an undeniable, in-your-face, national reality, the more decisive and divisive individuals 
will become.  
Rights, whether human or civil, individualist or collective, have been crucial in both 
national and transnational efforts to expose and limit acts of hostility. But as long as the myth of 
monolingualism goes unacknowledged and unchallenged by more than a narrow minority, both 
within and outside of the field, the seemingly sudden appearance of “foreign” languages appears 
hostile, and the impact of such language initiatives as “Students’ Right,” the “National Language 
Policy,” and even the “new language movement,” will be limited.  Bruce Horner, John Trimbur, 
Paul Kei Matsuda, A. Suresh Canagarajah, and others, openly challenge the field’s investment in 
a “tacit policy of unidirectional English [that] makes moving students toward the dominant 
variety of English the only conceivable way of dealing with language issues in composition 
instruction” (Matsuda “The Myth” 637). In upholding this policy, the field implicates itself in 
national language politics that devalue languages and dialects other than what Canagarajah labels 
“Metropolitan Englishes” (“The Place” 638). In challenging this policy, the new language 
movement in composition attempts to relocate the field in the national context, recasting it as an 
agent of multilingualism, rather than a participant in efforts to ignore, if not eliminate, the 
presence of U.S. languages other than English.  As this chapter has begun to explore, this 
objective presents a considerable challenge, a challenge that requires language scholars to 
acknowledge how some of the most progressive Rhetoric and Composition language projects 
have contributed to the discord that characterizes language attitudes and interests in the field. In 
addition, this challenge invites an analysis of the active ways in which the United States 
distances itself from efforts to productively confront the advantages and complications of 
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multilingualism. While later chapters will discuss how resisting language rights is one U.S. 
investment among many that help sustain the myth of monolingualism for the nation, in the next 
chapter I turn to some of the active, even if unintentional, ways that Rhetoric and Composition  
continues to uphold English as the default language of the University.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
Language Planning in Rhetoric and Composition: A Precarious Investment  
This chapter focuses on three disciplinary directions or trends—the move away from 
Linguistics, the subsequent popularization of cultural analysis, and the tenuous relationship 
between Composition and English as a Second Language—and how these trends have oriented 
the field to language planning in ways that have impeded its potential as a cohesive and 
pervasive investment. Language planning, as referenced throughout this manuscript, entails 
deliberate efforts to manage both language use and language attitudes; often these efforts employ 
multiple instruments of language-planning, and target multiple contexts--coordinating, for 
example, legislation and policy and aiming to actuate change at both state and federal levels.  
Underlying language planning projects—the promotion of English as the official language of the 
United States, the elimination or revision of Bilingual Education, the affirmation of students’ 
right to use their own languages—are what Richard Ruiz labels “orientations” that represent “a 
complex of dispositions toward language and its role, and toward languages and their role in 
society” (16) Continuing the work of Chapter One to examine the relationship between language 
planning and the field of Rhetoric and Composition, I use Ruiz’s framework of orientations to 
explore how each of the disciplinary directions under consideration conceptualizes language 
somewhat differently and ascribes to language differing levels of importance. Not only do these 
differences contribute to an ambiguity of language politics within the field, but, more broadly, 
they have also resulted in a decline in the study of language structures and styles. This decline 
suggests that Rhetoric and Composition has yet to build a sustainable investment in language 
scholarship and expertise, without which the field may compromise its authority to claim 
language planning as within its disciplinary scope.  
  45 
Ruiz identifies three dominant orientations: “language-as-problem,” “language-as-right,” 
and “language-as-resource.” In Ruiz’s view, the “language-as-resource” orientation represents 
the most promising orientation for language planners who support the use of languages other 
than English.  Thomas Ricento, however, argues that the “language-as-resource” orientation has 
not enjoyed the kind of development since Ruiz’s 1984 article that would make it more 
accommodating or persuasive than the others. “Why” Ricento asks, “does the language-as-
resource argument […] not resonate with a majority of voters in California, Arizona, and 
Massachusetts? […] And if the language-as-resource orientation lacks traction in contemporary 
American society, can we look at the language-as-right orientation as a more fruitful avenue to 
promote language status and use?” (349) Motivated by these questions, this chapter focuses on 
the relationships between language planning projects within the field, the orientations these 
projects uphold and/or oppose, and the contradictions that emerge both within, and across 
projects. The “Students’ Right to Their Own Language,” for example, called on a language-as-
right orientation to oppose prevailing language-as-problem attitudes. However, the research 
supporting the SRTOL was grounded in Linguistics, certain appropriations of which are often 
blamed for having contributed to the preoccupation with correctness that serves the language-as-
problem perspective. While cultural analysis offered writing scholars and instructors possible 
alternatives to the language work that had been criticized as superficial, atheoretical, and 
potentially harmful, ultimately, it also failed to produce more appropriate kinds of language 
work; the stigmatization of earlier language work seems to have resulted in the absence of 
language in the context of cultural analysis, where it might have been considered alongside race, 
class, and gender as a dimension of “diversity” and “the social.”  
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Though several scholars have taken up the challenge of unpacking some of the 
contradictions inherent in language planning efforts, the field as a whole seems to be generating 
and engaging less language scholarship than it was thirty years ago. The CCCC Language Policy 
Committee (LPC) estimates that “two-thirds of the membership of NCTE and CCCC […] are not 
familiar with the two CCCC organizational policies that support language variation and 
multilingualism, namely the ‘Students’ Right to Their Own Language’ and the ‘National 
Language Policy’” (23).   Today, not only are members of the field less likely to be familiar with 
the CCCC language planning projects, but they are also less interested in producing scholarship 
that focuses on the complexities of the English language—stylistic variation, for example, or 
histories of language. As Martha Kolln and Susan Peck MacDonald have discussed, when the 
study of grammar was rejected as a central undertaking, so too was the study of language, as it 
was wrongly conflated with an obsession for correctness. I argue that the move away from 
Linguistics in favor of social or cultural analysis left language further behind, and that the 
decline of interest in language scholarship contributed to the decline in familiarity with and 
interest in language planning work.  
 
CCCC Language Planning and the Challenge of Reorientation  
As I discuss in Chapter One, the ambivalence that Rhetoric and Composition, as a field, 
demonstrates about the language planning work of CCCC and NCTE derives from both the 
field’s own history and the larger U.S. national history. Moreover, the field’s past attempts to 
engage language underscore the reality that the field operates within, and not independently of, 
the larger national context. In fact, the history of the English language in the United States has 
been a focus for several language scholars in Composition and related fields (e.g. Dennis Baron, 
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Bruce Horner, John Trimbur, A. Suresh Canagarajah, Paul Kei Matsuda) precisely because the 
ideological association between English and the nation has often been underestimated. 
Approaches to language planning are always negotiating this association, even when their 
explicit goals are much more concentrated. The history of English as the de facto national 
language has normalized and institutionalized a language-as-problem orientation to language 
attitudes and planning. It has established a context for language planning that determines which 
orientations are possible and persuasive, a context within and against which NCTE, CCCC, and 
language scholars have struggled to work.  
As Bruce Horner and John Trimbur note, languages besides English were available at the 
turn of the century, when English established its authority in the academy. English, they argue, 
became the de facto official language, “not because English was the only living language 
available in North America but because the use of spoken and written English forms what 
Benedict Anderson calls an ‘imagined community’ and a sense of nationhood” (607). According 
to Anderson, the nation is “imagined” because “the members of even the smallest nation will 
never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of 
each lives the image of their communion” (6). The linguistic realities of the United States 
suggest that the nation is imagined not only because people will never know their fellow-
members, but also because their fellow-members do not necessarily represent their image of the 
national makeup. According to Ricento, the link between English and nation was not initially a 
reactionary development in the United States. Languages other than English were not perceived 
as a threat until the mid-19th century; rather, he argues, they were hardly perceived at all. Dennis 
Baron traces the perceived political threat of other languages farther back to 18th century 
Americanism, an era which promoted American English as a medium of democratic ideals. And 
  48 
at the local level, as evidenced by reactions to German immigrants in Pennsylvania in the mid-
1700s, a distrust of other languages has been a local reality since before the United States 
became an independent nation (64). So, too, has the refusal to acknowledge languages other than 
English; the connection between nation and language has been reinforced through omission as 
much as through explicit differentiation. As explained by Ricento, “by discursively subtracting 
non-Protestants, non-Whites, non-Europeans, and non-English speakers from ‘the nation,’ the 
Founding Fathers helped create a template for ‘authentic’ American identity that has privileged 
certain groups, religions, and languages over all others.” Consequently, Ricento continues, 
“claims for equal representation in society by these ‘other’ groups have often been stigmatized as 
‘unAmerican’ because members of these groups have been positioned as being somehow 
peripheral to the America ‘nation’, even though they are citizens of the state” (350).  Thus, 
though English was established in the 18th century as the privileged national language without 
any explicit rejection of other languages, the sense that English was a fundamental element in the 
creation of the United States has effectually supported the rejection of other languages since 
then. Thus, the presence of other languages has often been conceptualized as a national problem.  
Though the language-as-problem orientation can offset efforts to encourage 
multilingualism, it has guided legislation that protects individuals of non-dominant languages 
against disenfranchisement or discrimination.  The court’s ruling in Lau v. Nichols (1974), for 
example, concluded that non-native English-speaking Chinese students had indeed faced 
discrimination from the San Francisco school district—their deficiency in English rendered them 
unable to adequately participate in school. The court ordered the San Francisco school district to 
deal with this problem, though it did not supply a specific solution. Rather, the court charged the 
district with developing “a plan to integrate its non-English-speaking students into its schools.”  
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These non-descript directives, the “Lau Remedies,” called for some form of “transitional 
bilingual-education program,” but lack a truly discernable goal or method (Baron 172-173). This 
case is also often used to forward language-as-right arguments; however, the ruling did not 
“protect any particular language,” nor did it grant “the right of speech communities to maintain 
or use their languages in the public sphere indefinitely” (Ricento 355). At best, the ruling 
increased the development of bilingual education programs, which allowed students of some 
select non-dominant languages to participate more productively in the education system. Still, 
most bilingual education programs have been instituted as a solution to the language problem, 
and only dignify other languages insofar as they might enable individuals to master English more 
efficiently. In other words, bilingual programs often conflate “language-as-problem” and 
“language-as-resource.” The use of Lau v. Nichols as substantiation for multiple approaches to 
language planning demonstrates the sometimes blurry boundaries of Ruiz’s orientations. Though 
each orientation raises distinctive questions and challenges, isolated attempts at language 
planning generally call on aspects of all three.  
Language work in Rhetoric and Composition represents no exception, although since 
“Students’ Right to Their Own Language,” CCCC and individual scholars who have engaged 
language as a political issue have indeed worked against the language-as-problem orientation and 
focused instead on the instrumentality of language in maintaining cultural diversity and ensuring 
economic development in the face of globalization. Such work emerges out of a sense that 
Rhetoric and Composition is an appropriate, if not inherent, site for language planning. After all, 
compositionists advance underlying beliefs about the value of language when they engage, or fail 
to engage, language difference in their classrooms and in their scholarship. Not only, then, might 
language planning be considered as within the field’s sphere of responsibility because the field 
  50 
has professed a commitment to diversity, but, as a field that emphasizes the importance of self-
reflexivity in pedagogy, Rhetoric and Composition scholars might be eager to determine how 
closely their teaching practices align with what they theorize as appropriate language policies.  
Such an interest, however, is far from emblematic of the field as a whole. In January of 
2000, the CCCC Language Policy Committee (LPC) presented the results of the “Language 
Knowledge and Awareness Survey,” which they conducted from 1996 to 1998.2 This survey 
targeted members of the Secondary Section of NCTE as well as members of CCCC with the 
objective of investigating members’ “knowledge, training, and attitudes about language 
diversity” (8).  The research sample was comprised of 983 respondents, 61.7% of whom were 
members of NCTE, and 38.3% of CCCC. Recognizing the limited impact of “Students Right to 
Their Own Language” and the “National Language Policy” in the face of growing support for 
English-Only legislation, the LPC committee positions the survey as a response to the concerns 
of professionals in both CCCC and NCTE “about the teaching practices and lack of academic 
preparation in sociolinguistic matters among today’s college composition and secondary English 
teachers” (5). The findings of this survey reveal correlations among language training, linguistic 
background, and language attitudes from which the LPC draws conclusions about the future of 
professional development and language planning efforts. 
The LPC survey differed from its predecessors3 by targeting language arts teachers who 
were members of CCCC and NCTE. In addition, the survey asked questions about the 
participants’ “academic training and background in general language study, not just training in a 
                                                 
2 LPC Membership in 2000: Geneva Smitherman, Chair, Victoria Cliett, Richard Lloyd -Jones, Kim Brian Lovejoy, 
Elizabeth McTiernan, Rashidah Jaami Muhammad, Gail Y. Okawa, Elaine Richardson, C. Jan Swearingen, Victor 
Villanueva, Ana Celia Zentella 
3 The LPC report cites a number of past surveys and studies regarding language, including research on the language 
attitudes among the general public, and teachers’ attitudes about the relationship between linguistic ability and 
learning potential. 
  51 
particular language or variety of English.” And, finally, while the survey did include questions 
that considered the “relationships between language attitudes and race/ethnicity,” it also asked 
questions about experiences and teaching practices. In other words, the LCP aimed not only to 
survey how language arts teachers felt about language and language diversity, but also to find the 
origins of these attitudes, as well as to locate areas in language arts training where language 
education might be improved. The survey’s final four questions are of particular relevance to my 
discussion of language planning in Rhetoric and Composition as they gauge awareness of, and 
support for, both the “Students’ Right to Their Own Language” resolution and the “National 
Language Policy.” For each document, respondents were asked two questions: whether or not 
they were familiar with the policy (“yes” or “no”) and to what extent they supported it (“strongly 
support,” “support,” “oppose,” or “strongly oppose”). Though very few of the 200 participants 
randomly selected for the pilot study responded to these questions, the LPC chose to include the 
questions, “reasoning that the respondents in the final survey would all be members of NCTE 
and CCCC and thus likely familiar with these policies” (9-10). As it turned out, membership did 
not correlate with knowledge of the statements:  
• 65.9% of the respondents had NO knowledge of the [“National Language 
Policy”]4 
Notably, the majority of respondents who were familiar with these statements supported them, 
though a greater percentage of participants supported the “National Language Policy” than the 
“Students’ Right to Their Own Language” resolution.  
The survey revealed that a number of demographic characteristics affected members’ 
familiarity with the policies: 
                                                 
4 Here the LPC committee calls the “National Language Policy” the “English Plus” Policy. Earlier in the report the 
LPC makes clear that the “English Plus” Policy is used in place of the “National Language Policy.”  
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Generally, People of Color tend to be more familiar with ‘Students’ Right’ and 
‘English’ plus’ than [NonPOC]; respondents with Doctorates more familiar than 
those with Bachelor’s degrees; members of CCCC more familiar than NCTE 
members; university teachers more than high school teachers. Males are generally 
more familiar than females. Those who have been teaching fifteen years or more 
are more likely to have knowledge of the policies more than those who have been 
teaching 1-6 years. (24) 
Finally, age made a difference, with older members having more familiarity than younger 
teachers. Age did not, however, determine members’ support for the policies. Though age does 
not always correspond with number of years teaching, older respondents are likely more familiar 
with the statements because they have been members of the field for a longer period of time. 
Accordingly, the fact that age did not affect the level of support respondents had for the 
statements implies that the statements are not considered significant enough a part of the field’s 
history or identity to secure a fundamental place in teacher training, graduate work, or 
professional development.  
As to the survey’s indication of more support for “English Plus” than for “Students’ 
Right,” the LPC speculates that the differential stems from the controversy that surrounded the 
SRTOL. As the committee notes, “by contrast, there was little opposition to the ‘English Plus’ 
policy passed in 1998” (25). The language-as-right orientation embodied by the initial SRTOL 
resolution was indeed a provocative proposition; it requested more than mere tolerance of 
linguistic difference outside of the classroom, asking that instructors support students as they 
exercise their right to use their languages in the classroom, as well. In Chapter One, I examined 
multiple reasons for the relatively dispassionate response to the “National Language Policy.”  
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Not only was the policy not published in the field’s primary journals, but it followed several 
position statements, including the “Students’ Right to Their Own Language” background 
statement, that expressed variant priorities with one exception: the responsibility of 
compositionists to familiarize students with the conventions of standardized English. To add to 
the repertoire of possible explanations, I propose that the “National Language Policy” may have 
seemed less intrusive to compositionists than the “Students’ Right to Their Own Language” 
resolution. The “National Language Policy” responded to the English-only movement, and so its 
language component earned more attention than did its coverage of dialectal differences. English 
Language Learners are often placed in ESL courses, while students of non-dominant English 
language varieties are placed in developmental or basic writing courses within composition 
programs. Consequently, the “National Language Policy” did less to question composition 
instructors’ expertise and classroom practices than had the “Students’ Right to Their Own 
Language” resolution fifteen years earlier. Beyond suggesting past controversy as a potential 
factor in determining respondents’ levels of support for the two language statements, the LPC 
does not explore the potential reasons for the disparate levels of controversy. Rather, the 
committee focuses on the lack of familiarity with the statements, and with the origins and 
manifestations of language difference, in general. As noted above, the survey report concludes 
with several recommendations that focus on increased awareness in several areas. Not only does 
it promote an awareness of “current social and regional dialects” and ESL methodologies, but it 
also urges the field to explore “new findings in research and theory in Linguistics and 
Composition Studies” and to uphold “the principles embodied in Students’ Right and the 
National Language Policy.” The committee recommends the development of a new document 
focusing on increased awareness— a “Students’ Right document for the Twenty-First Century 
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[…] that would reflect the last quarter century’s advances in research on language and linguistic 
diversity”—and makes recommendations “to NCTE and CCCC as leaders and opinion-makers in 
the language arts field” (29).   
The survey’s results demonstrate that the field has a lot of work to do in order to develop 
the knowledge necessary to engage language difference in a way that the Language Policy 
Committee considers fair and accurate. The results also suggest that the goal of investing the 
field in this kind of knowledge will be challenging, since the language planning work of CCCC 
and NCTE have not established the kind of “common knowledge” status that many other events, 
movements, or pedagogies have.  Again, language planning projects like the SRTOL and the 
“National Language Policy” have attempted to integrate multiple perspectives on language, and 
multiple orientations to language planning. The Language Policy Committee’s final 
recommendations on the survey report range from the need for teachers to understand the 
grammar and style of “current social and regional dialects” to the importance of recognizing the 
benefits of multilingualism. These recommendations reaffirm that the committee is primarily 
concerned with linguistic diversity, at both political and pedagogical levels.  However, the 
recommendations seem to presuppose an interest in English as the language out of which the 
study of language difference should develop. In other words, in recommending that teachers 
become familiar with the grammar of languages other than English, the committee implies that 
the field maintains a standing focus on English grammar. And in urging instructors to familiarize 
themselves with the teaching methods of ESL, the committee presumes that writing instructors 
recognize themselves as teachers of language.  Close attention to language has historically 
signified a preoccupation with correctness, the explicit acceptance of a language-as-problem 
orientation. Consequently, language as a pedagogical issue has often been considered antithetical 
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to language as a political issue, as an issue of rights or of resources in the protection of diversity.  
As I discuss in the following section, the move away from language work can be traced as a 
broad-sweeping disciplinary current. That this move has not been paralleled by an increase in 
attention to language politics suggests that the relationship between language-focused 
pedagogies and language politics might not be as oppositional as it has been perceived. 
 
The Decline of Language Scholarship 
Susan Peck MacDonald’s examination of trends in CCCC indicates that the field’s 
investment in language—as either a distinguishable concentration, or an explicit interest within 
more prominent concentrations—has declined significantly over the last forty years. According 
to MacDonald, one contributing factor to the decline in language scholarship was the turn away 
from Linguistics in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Before this, the field included a good number 
of scholars with strong backgrounds in Linguistics. In fact, Geneva Smitherman recounts that 
“the most frequently cited authors in CCC articles from 1950-64 were linguists” (351).5 The first 
issue of CCC appeared in March 1950; the Conference on College Composition and 
Communication had been formed in 1949. The voices of linguists thus played an important role 
in distinguishing Composition as a discipline separate from English Literature.  Linguists within 
the field, MacDonald suggests, assumed that the linguistic knowledge they contributed to the 
field would be further refined and developed by their successors. Instead, the attack on grammar 
and style engendered new investments in the field that evaded the need for linguistic study, in 
both undergraduate and graduate classrooms. Martha Kolln, whose work focuses on the 
relationships between style, grammar, and rhetoric, discusses the consequences of the NCTE 
report of 1963 by Richard Braddock, Richard Lloyd-Jones, and Lowell Schoer. This report, 
                                                 
5 Charles C. Fries (with 13 cites), Kenneth Pike (11), Paul Roberts (10), Donald Lloyd  (8), Noam Chomsky (7) 
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Kolln argues, confirmed the suspicions of compositionists regarding the place of grammar study 
within the field. A statement in the “Braddock Report” articulates the “prevailing, if not official, 
policy” of composition pedagogy in that moment and for years to come:  
In view of the widespread agreement of research studies based upon many types 
of students and teachers, the conclusion can be stated in strong and unqualified 
terms: the teaching of formal grammar has a negligible or, because it usually 
displaces some instruction and practice in composition, even a harmful effect on 
the improvement of writing.” (qtd. in Kolln 27).  
With this quasi-official policy now in place, incoming graduate students and scholars of English 
Literature and Rhetoric likely turned their attentions elsewhere. McDonald speculates that 
“[g]iven the arrival of a new generation of teachers less grounded in language study than their 
predecessors, and frequently told of the negative consequences of teaching grammar […],  it may 
have seemed easier to jump straight […] to the larger social discussions than do intensive 
language work in the classroom” (602-603).  In other words, the move away from Linguistics in 
favor of social or cultural analysis left language behind. The focus on culture eschewed the kind 
of language work that had been criticized as superficial, atheoretical, and potentially harmful; 
this stigmatization may in turn account for the enduring absence of language in the context of 
cultural analysis, where it might have otherwise been considered alongside other categories of 
difference. 
What is initially puzzling, however, is that the move away from language study coincided 
with the “Students’ Right to Their Own Language” of 1974, which presented language as a 
social, cultural, and political issue, and relied heavily on linguistic research, thereby reframing 
linguistic study as potentially useful in considerations of difference. MacDonald acknowledges 
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that “the SRTOL embodied important understandings about language and socioLinguistics that 
are beneficial for teachers of English to acquire” (599). The SRTOL could not save linguistic 
study for composition, however. Not only was a language-as-right orientation ignored as a 
potential framework for policy, but the very relevance of Linguistics had already faced strong 
criticism, too. Because structural Linguistics before the mid-1970s had focused primarily on oral 
language, and transformational grammar concentrated on “universals and cognition,” these 
language-based ventures seemed out of line with Rhetoric and Composition’s focus on student 
writing. Though sociolinguistics was gaining momentum as a sub-field of linguistics outside of 
composition and rhetoric, it had not been widely considered within composition before SRTOL 
raised questions about dialectal difference. Most of the linguists Smitherman cites as publishing 
in CCC and CE at that time were primarily interested in transformational grammar. While this 
sub-field was useful in the context of SRTOL because it argued that error did not indicate lack of 
communicative competency, and that one grammar had no more or less intrinsic value than 
another, its focus on writing at the sentence level compromised its relevance to either process or 
rhetorical approached to composition pedagogy.  
In her 1989 article, “Linguistics and Composition Instruction: 1950-1980,” Sharon 
Crowley contends that the only real contribution linguistics made to composition and rhetoric 
was the “insistence that teachers look at the sentences their students were composing as instances 
of language in real use, rather than as samples of their ineptitude with written discourse” (501-
502). This was, of course, a “major contribution,” as Crowley herself acknowledges. But, it is 
not the reason composition teachers initially turned to linguistics. Rather, composition teachers 
had hoped that linguistics would offer strategies for “enrich[ing] students’ mastery of style” 
(Crowley 486). Parker and Sydow Campbell’s analysis of Crowley’s article offers a different 
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perspective on the relationship between linguistics and composition instruction, one that focuses 
on the field’s tendency to adopt a reductive view of Linguistics. Parker and Sydow Campbell 
argue that this view of linguistics rather than linguistics itself has made attempts to apply 
Linguistics to writing seem futile. Though Parker and Sydow Campbell focus primarily on 
Crowley’s critique of Linguistics, they are careful to note that Crowley does not fault the field of 
Linguistics for the “misapplication of Linguistics to invention” but rather she places the 
responsibility on compositionists in their marginalization of rhetoric (297). Because Parker and 
Sydow Campbell are careful to acknowledge Crowley’s distinction, and because they take her 
piece as both “review” and “evaluation,” I read their piece as both a critical examination of 
Crowley’s argument and a critique of the field’s relationship with post-1960s Linguistics. In 
other words, though Parker and Sydow Campbell see Crowley’s argument as shortsighted in 
terms of the possibilities present over the last four decades, they also accept her review as 
accurate in terms of what has actually occurred. Their article is therefore helpful in 
understanding the conflation of Linguistics and grammar, without which Linguistics may have 
occupied a rather different quality of space in Rhetoric and Composition.  
According to Crowley, Linguistics has been applied to composition to serve three 
primary purposes: “(1) improvement of instruction in grammar and usage; (2) enhancement of 
students’ syntactic and stylistic repertoires; and (3) an aid to invention” (qtd. in Parker and 
Sydow Campbell 296). Parker and Sydow Campbell agree with Crowley’s assertion that 
Linguistics did not successfully aid Composition in reaching these objectives; however, they are 
less convinced by her conclusions, which reiterate her position that Linguistics has little to offer 
Rhetoric and Composition. Her conclusions, they argue, evolve from a limited view of 
Linguistics, both in terms of timeframe and scholarship. Crowley focuses almost exclusively on 
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the pre-1965 linguistic scholarship of the structuralists, thereby ignoring more recent 
developments that have moved beyond what Crowley considers “the narrow focus of linguistic 
theory on sentence-level phenomena” (Parker and Sydow Campbell 297). Parker and Sydow 
Campbell cite a number of scholars in Linguistics who, in the 1970s, “were specifically 
interested in exploring properties of language used in context and in linguistic domains larger 
than a sentence” (298). They then proceed to explore the relationship between Linguistics and 
composition, which they believe is one of interdependency.  Again, to Parker and Sydow 
Campbell, Crowley’s review offers an accurate representation of the prevailing perspective 
within Rhetoric and Composition concerning the applicability of Linguistics to the study of 
writing. What I want to emphasize here, by looking at Crowley’s analysis through Parker and 
Sydow Campbell’s discussion, is that the linguistic work that grounded “Students’ Right to Their 
Own Language” was not necessarily dismissed for what it was in that context, but rather for what 
people had come to understand Linguistics to be. More accurately, perhaps, scholars were unable 
to disassociate Linguistics from its dominant trends in the 1950s and 1960s, and could therefore 
not accept the linguistic roots of the “Students Right to Their Own Language” as basis enough 
for embracing the inevitable controversy that the resolution would ignite.  
This rejection of Linguistics did not, however, inspire the development of more 
compelling language-based studies within the field, and MacDonald actually gives the SRTOL 
partial credit for this lack of incentive. Though scholars involved in the drafting of the SRTOL 
resolution and background statement considered the documents far more complex than a 
prescriptive doctrine about what was and was not doable or acceptable, this is ultimately how 
they were perceived—in part, MacDonald points out, because the “politicized climate” of the 
1960s called special attention to underlying binaries that focused “attention on how dialects of 
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English vary, whether we hurt students more by teaching them EAE or not doing so, and how 
teaching the grammar, punctuation, and mechanics of EAE may be hurtful.”  Consequently, she 
concludes, “there may appear to be only two positions, which, by implication, appear to be 
mutually exclusive” (601). After the “Students’ Right to Their Own Language” then, whether 
compositionists interested in language wanted to confront the politics of language or not, their 
work would likely be positioned in relation to the SRTOL, making the choice to conduct 
business as usual as evocative a statement as taking an explicit position on the resolution. 
While MacDonald credits the political climate of the 1960s with compromising the force 
of the SRTOL, Geneva Smitherman suggests that the shift in political climate in the late 1970s 
contributed significantly to a detrimental halt in progress. Smitherman recounts that the CCCC 
Executive Committee had charged a sub-committee with developing a collection of practical 
materials for students and instructors that would “show and tell how to apply the philosophy of 
the Students’ Right to the day-to-day experience of teaching and learning” (“CCCC’s Role” 365). 
This committee worked on this project for nearly four years before they received word that it 
would not be published. According to Smitherman, the national “mood” underwent a shift that 
undermined the SRTOL, as well as the value of some of the progressive work that had been 
accomplished in the larger national context over the last fifteen or so years:  
After the promise and some fulfillment of the social movements of the 1960s and 
70s, the U.S. moved to a more conservative climate on the social, political, and 
educational fronts—a move solidified in 1980 by the election of Ronald Reagan. 
By that time, the mood of CCCC, like the mood of America, seemed to have 
shifted from change and promise to stagnation and dreams deferred. (365) 
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MacDonald and Smitherman’s differing explanations are not mutually exclusive—both argue the 
consequences of capitalizing on national politics when they are in a volatile state. Because it was 
the political climate of the 1960s and early 1970s that made the SRTOL possible, the success of 
the SRTOL was in part contingent on the stability of this climate. The national shift in the late 
1970s and early 1980s was not a gradual move toward a compromise of interests—it was a 
retaliation against progressive politics. As Diana George and John Trimbur summarize, this 
period was marked by “‘back to basics’ attacks on the ‘permissive’ 1960s, [a] backlash against 
feminism, and revanchist yearnings to purge memories of Vietnam through military adventures 
of Grenada, Panama, Libya, and the Persian Gulf” (72).   
Following the move away from Linguistics and the controversy of “Students’ Right to 
their Own Language,” CCCC presentation titles indicate a decline in explicitly language-focused 
scholarship and a growing interest in cultural analysis. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, 
increasing numbers of Rhetoric and Composition scholars were exploring those territories that 
Literature and other fields in the humanities had been engaging since the cultural turn in the 
1960s and 70s. MacDonald reports that “in 1985, the sessions on Discourse Analysis, ESL, and 
Language and Culture—the three categories most explicitly about language—constituted 8.8 
percent of the total sessions” (603).  Ten years later, a prevalent interest in Cultural Studies is 
reflected in CCCC presentations, with discussions of race, class, gender, and “the social” 
showing a dominant presence across sessions. George and Trimbur, active contributors to what 
they identify as the “cultural-studies-approach-to-teaching-writing,” offer a rationale for this turn 
to culture that, like MacDonald and Smitherman’s analyses, links the field’s interests to national 
politics:  
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The Reagan-Bush years prompted a sense of urgency about the rightward 
direction of the country [that] intensified the felt need on the part of American 
leftist academics to articulate a role for themselves in public forums and to cope 
(at least rhetorically if not actually) with the globalization of capital and its 
relentless war against working people and the poor. […] Such a political turn in 
rhetoric and composition can be seen by the late 1980s in a new emphasis on 
multiculturalism, the politics of literacy, and the implications of race, class, and 
gender for the study and teaching of writing. (72) 
The articulation of Cultural Studies and composition pedagogy manifested most predominantly 
in a proliferation of composition readers and, to a lesser extent, reader-rhetorics that either used 
an explicitly Cultural Studies framework, calling on such Cultural Studies scholars as Roland 
Barthes, Raymond Williams, and Stuart Hall, or that do not take up Cultural Studies explicitly, 
or implicitly engaged in the kind of work characteristic of Cultural Studies research and 
scholarship. These textbooks all reflect the move in Cultural Studies to disrupt the dichotomy 
between high and low culture, and to instead make the cultural practices of everyday life a 
primary focus. In their appropriation of Cultural Studies, these texts have tended to both reflect 
and reproduce what pedagogues seem to find most attractive about this model—namely, the 
promise of student engagement.  
Facilitating a preoccupation with critical awareness, Cultural Studies-based composition 
readers include such “objects” of analysis as popular music, television, family life, and 
education. James Berlin, a leading proponent of bringing Cultural Studies into English 
departments and into the composition classroom, argued that composition instructors have much 
work to do in articulating Cultural Studies and composition pedagogy; they have begun 
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important work but have not developed the possibilities. Rhetoric and Composition, in general, 
has attempted to “mirror developments in the Cultural Studies forwarded by Eagleton and the 
Birmingham Center” (“Composition” 17), and insofar as instructors have taken up issues of 
subjectivity, rejected the dichotomization of high and low culture, and focused on the 
denaturalization of cultural practices, they have indeed formulated an identifiable pedagogical 
model grounded at least in part in Cultural Studies scholarship. The limits of this model might 
originate, then, from an uncritical confidence in Cultural Studies to map unproblematically onto 
pedagogy. George and Trimbur are careful to point out ways in which Cultural Studies and 
composition have not aligned, noting that the heavy focus in Cultural Studies scholarship on 
“mass communication and popular culture” has “periodically” clashed with the role of Rhetoric 
and Composition in overseeing freshman writing courses. Cultural Studies approaches to 
composition studies clashed with both the focus on student writing that many instructors 
promoted and with the belief that students should engage texts that modeled the kind of research 
and analysis that constitutes academic scholarship. While Cultural Studies approaches to 
composition pedagogy introduced topics into the classroom that many instructors felt would 
bolster student engagement, others felt these topics did not offer students an appropriate 
introduction to academic discourses and expectations. Though Cultural Studies approaches and 
textbooks offered models of critical cultural analysis, they offered little more instruction in 
invention than they did in grammar and style.  
The “cultural-studies-approach-to-teaching-writing” is only one—albeit a pervasive 
one—of many approaches that have been developed by compositionists as a way to engage 
cultural practices. I focus primarily on Cultural Studies here because, despite its being “mobile 
and resistant to codification” as its own area of study, it has helped to codify cultural analysis 
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within the field of Rhetoric and Composition (George and Trimbur 74).  More importantly, some 
of the key proponents of this approach have argued for appropriations of Cultural Studies that 
invite an attention to language difference that Cultural Studies outside of composition has not 
demonstrated. Looking at the disconnects between composition and Cultural Studies as an 
opportunity, George and Trimbur call on the field to “probe Cultural Studies’ historical 
commitments to a masculinist view of class culture as the privileged object of inquiry and to 
devise approaches that go beyond the English-only First Worldism that often pervades 
composition teaching” (86).  The focus on pop culture and media forms was not all Cultural 
Studies had to offer Composition; while a focus on everyday life was one Cultural Studies 
development, so too were analyses of gender and ethnic difference, and the effects of 
globalization on conceptions of the “other”  (During 13).  George and Trimbur suggest that such 
“objects of inquiry” could be considered in the context, or practice, of writing instruction in ways 
that scrutinize the consequences of monolingualism in the classroom and for the field.  
James Berlin’s uptake of Cultural Studies for composition also suggested renewed 
opportunities for engaging language difference, albeit less explicitly than George and Trimbur’s 
approach.  When Berlin made his case for the articulation of composition pedagogy and Cultural 
Studies, he argued that the affiliation not only makes sense, but that it is critical in our effort to 
produce self-conscious, self-reflexive thinkers and writers. Furthermore, the larger goal of 
composition should be to teach students the importance and means of deliberate intervention and 
active participation in the production of culture. Cultural Studies, he asserts, encourages a critical 
examination of subjectivity that can be taken up in composition pedagogy as a first step toward 
denaturalizing dominant culture. Indeed, in the context of the classroom, the goal of Cultural 
Studies is a modest one—instructors encourage students to cultivate a critical awareness with 
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which they might later facilitate social transformation. But what of the scholars and the 
organizations whose adoption of such a pedagogical approach implies they feel they have 
already taken this “first step”? If appropriations of Cultural Studies had held the field’s 
instructors, administrators and organizations accountable, the work of language planning might 
represent a second step. After all, the language resolutions of CCCC and NCTE oppose English 
as the national language at the expense of other languages, and they aim to intervene in language 
politics across field and nation. Ultimately, cultural studies pedagogy exposed the need for 
transformative thinking, but did little to guide, or support, transformative work.   
Appropriations of Cultural Studies in the field certainly upheld the liberatory spirit of the 
“Students’ Right to Their Own Language,” and might even be credited with nurturing a 
disciplinary environment that has allowed for the kinds of language planning projects presented 
since then. Cultural Studies theory helped normalize within the field the interrogation of the 
homogenizing forces of dominant culture. Within this framework, a language-as-problem 
orientation would naturally resonate less powerfully with the majority of the field than would 
orientations purporting to empower marginalized groups and/or to protect the differences they 
bring to U.S. culture. Accordingly, language planning efforts on the part of CCCC and the NCTE 
have included provisions that both assert the rights of non-native English speaking individuals to 
learn English, as well as their rights to further develop their first language(s). In addition, 
resolutions and statements emphasize the importance of multilingual skills for all people, calling 
for increased second and third language study for native-English speakers, and increased 
linguistic study on the part of writing instructors. Though the Language Awareness Survey 
exposed widespread unfamiliarity with the “Students’ Right to Their Own Language” and the 
“National Language Policy,” the survey also revealed that the majority of members who knew of 
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the documents also supported them. To be more precise, 67.9 % were in support of the SRTOL 
policy, and 82.3% expressed support for the “National Language Policy.” Such support might be 
attributed to the culture of tolerance that Cultural Studies helped to emphasize within the field; 
however, language has not been a central theme in Composition’s work with Cultural Studies. 
Despite calls from Cultural Studies proponents in the field to explore possible appropriations that 
would effect social transformation, the dominant manifestation of Cultural Studies in 
composition has been the familiar practice of textual analysis applied to new kinds of texts—
writings about popular cultural practices as well as representations of those practices.  
Ultimately, the focus on culture, and on difference, seemed to open up new possibilities 
for the discussion of language as a cultural practice, a practice that constitutes yet another 
difference among the individuals and groups that make up the United States, and the world. 
However, as one cultural practice, or facet of subjectivity, among many, language commands no 
special priority.  In fact, I would argue that language is excluded from the more popular foci of 
cultural analysis, such as class, race, and ethnicity, because a focus on language as a pervasive 
and legitimate aspect of identity exposes the misalignment between a rhetorical devotion to 
linguistic diversity and pedagogical practice. Accordingly, members of the field tend to support 
language planning projects insofar as they articulate general principles of tolerance and 
understanding. The more prescriptive a language policy or resolution appears to be, the less 
support it tends to elicit. At the same time, though, the less prescriptive the document or 
movement, the less attention the work of language planning, in general, seems to demand.  
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The Denial of Language Difference in the Composition Classroom  
As I suggest above, one reason the “National Language Policy” may have sparked less 
controversy (and more support) than the “Students Right to Their Own Language” is that many 
compositionists did not regard themselves as the true target audience of the Policy. It is 
important to acknowledge, however, that while many students of first languages other than 
English are placed in ESL courses, rather than composition courses, or Basic Writing classes, 
rather than mainstream composition, mainstream composition courses have always included ESL 
students where ESL students were present. Since the late 1990s, Paul Kei Matsuda has 
problematized the relationship between Teaching English as a Second Language (TESL) and 
Rhetoric and Composition, two disciplines divided by a “first language/second language binary 
[that] reduces the field of composition studies to first-language writing” and designates TESL 
programs as responsible for ESL learning (“Situating” 99). This “Division of Labor” model, as 
labeled by Matsuda, reinforces the notion that TESL and Rhetoric and Composition embody 
separate spheres of expertise—the former possesses the training, knowledges, and practices 
necessary to serve ESL students, while the latter has the expertise in the area of writing 
instruction for native English speakers. This division, Matsuda argues, has resulted in the failure 
to adequately serve students in both programs (Matsuda “Composition Studies” 700-701). Not 
only does the model obscure the place of writing instruction for ESL students within TESL 
programs, but it also contributes to the misconception that all students in composition classrooms 
are native English speakers. This model, which has been the dominant model since the 
professionalization of TESL and the reconfiguration of Composition in the 1950s and 60s, has 
allowed composition instructors to exceptionalize the presence of ESL students in their 
classrooms, and the presence of linguistic heterogeneity, by extension.  
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Of course, “ESL” students did not suddenly appear with the professionalization of 
TESL—international students of first languages other than English have been a regular and 
significant presence in U.S. colleges and universities since the late 18th century. According to 
Matsuda, however, the rapid increase in the number of international students following World 
War II left compositionists unable “to ignore the presence of non-native speakers.” In response, 
“teachers and administrators of composition began to create special sections of freshman 
courses” (“Second Language Writing” 18).  A conspicuous focus on international ESL students 
in CCCC panels and workshops in 1955, 1956, and 1957 indicates that composition instructors 
were both aware of the differences these students brought to the classroom, and cognizant of 
their inability to negotiate these differences successfully.  These concerns did not, however, lead 
to substantial changes within the field. ESL students continued to be placed in sections of 
mainstream and basic writing courses that were designed to serve native English speakers 
(Matsuda “Composition Studies” 708).  
The professionalization of TESL highlighted the composition instructor’s lack of 
expertise, and positioned TESL professionals as responsible for the language learning of ESL 
students. Again, this division did not remove all ESL students from composition classrooms; it 
did, however, sanction Rhetoric and Composition ’s focus on native-English speakers and 
writers. Indeed, “composition teachers were being told that they lacked the needed expertise to 
teach ESL students,” as Matsuda notes, and this could very well have sparked resistance from 
compositionists (712). With the continued presence of ESL students in their classrooms, 
composition teachers might have chosen to take on the challenge of incorporating the needed 
expertise into the field at that time. But, the fact that discussions at CCCC had little influence on 
  69 
classroom practice suggests that compositionists embraced the chance to exclude ESL issues 
from the field’s disciplinary scope.  
 There are striking parallels between Rhetoric and Composition ’s relationship with 
Linguistics, and Composition’s relationship with TESL. For example, one factor that has allowed 
Rhetoric and Composition to maintain its distance from TESL is the sense that TESL is primarily 
concerned with spoken language, and that when writing has been used in the classroom it has 
been in the service of oral fluency, or limited to sentence-level concerns. According to Paul Kei 
Matsuda, however, the disciplinary division of labor between Composition and TESL has had a 
positive outcome—it has inspired the development of a “distinct body of knowledge” that 
constitutes ESL Writing theory and practice.  Inevitably, the knowledge emerging from ESL 
Writing research highlights the insufficiency of the division of labor model, and has envisioned 
alternative relationships between TESL and Rhetoric and Composition. Though Rhetoric and 
Composition continues to show relatively little concern for the non-native English speakers that 
are placed in its writing courses, Second-Language Writing has made several advances toward 
constituting a distinct, though collaborative field. In 1992, the Journal of Second Language 
Writing was established, and in the years following, second-language writing professionals have 
held conferences and published research across ESL and Composition journals. In 2003, 
Matsuda wrote, “contrary to popular belief that L1 composition influences L2 composition but 
not the other way around, some insights from second language studies have been applied to LI 
composition studies as a way of addressing the needs of [Native English Speaking] basic writers” 
(“Second Language Writing” 24). And, over the last five years, Second Language Writing has 
introduced more scholarship reflecting collaborative efforts between “L1 and L2 specialists,” 
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bringing writing scholars to the point where non-native English speakers in Composition 
classrooms need not be ignored as such. 
 Of course, “popular belief” wields a lot of power, and while it may be true that L2 
writing research has had more of an influence on Composition practice than what is commonly 
imagined, the very belief of a relatively one-sided relationship has likely slowed the potential for 
L2 writing research to inspire more appropriate pedagogies for mainstream composition courses 
with L2 students. Matsuda argued in 1998 that a “symbiotic relationship” between TESL and 
Composition would better serve students than the “division of labor” model. In 2003, he 
expanded further on what such a relationship should entail:  
second language writing should be seen as an integral part of both composition 
studies and second-language studies, and specialists in both professions should try 
to transform their institutional practices in ways that reflect the needs and 
characteristics of second language writers in their own institutional contexts. 
(“Composition Studies” 715) 
Three years later, as part of the “new language movement,” Matsuda contributed an article to the 
June 2006 Special Issue of College English entitled Cross-Language Relations in Composition 
and responding in this article to Horner and Trimbur’s identification of a “tacit policy of 
unidirectional monolingualism.” In “The Myth of Monolingualism,” Matsuda argues that “the 
dominant discourse of U.S. college composition not only has accepted English Only as an ideal 
but it already assumes the state of English-only, in which students are native English speakers by 
default” (637). Second Language Writing scholars have worked to highlight the differences 
between L1 and L2 writers and to develop pedagogies that account for these differences. 
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Matsuda, in particular, has worked persistently to build bridges between ESL and Composition—
bridges that would help writing instructors in both fields better serve their students.  
Furthermore, such bridges would highlight the centrality of language and literacy within 
each field, as well as in the humanities, more broadly. Despite these efforts, compositionists 
continue to proceed as though a focus on the writing practices of second language writers 
constitutes little more than a peripheral area of inquiry.  Not only, then, does Composition’s 
relationship with ESL parallel its relationship with Linguistics in the arguments that are made for 
maintaining disciplinary separations, but these relationships share a quality of an almost 
unyielding determination on the part of Composition to seek out new affiliations that better suit 
its objectives. While such a determination makes sense, as it indicates an eagerness to develop 
theoretically and professionally, it also has also resulted in what Stephen North characterizes as 
“an accumulated knowledge of a relatively impressive size, but one that lacks any clear 
coherence or methodological integrity” (qtd. in Parker and Sydow Campbell 300). Composition 
and Linguistics, Parker and Sydow Campbell argue, “can be seen as symbiotic: Linguistics 
provides part of the theoretical foundation for composition, and composition provides a practical 
application and testing ground for linguistic theory” (310).  Though Parker and Sydow 
Campbell’s objective here is to reassess the relationship between Linguistics and composition, 
their more general claim posits that composition will be better served by seeking theories “that 
relate academic fields to each other” than by engaging theories that are explicitly concerned with 
writing (300).  In making this claim, Parker and Sydow Campbell urge compositionists to not 
only reconsider the role of Linguistics within composition, but also the relationship between 
composition and other practice-rich disciplines with which it is inextricably linked through 
commonalities not exclusive to writing.  For Second Language Writing, which brings 
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composition and TESOL together, linguistic plurality is this commonality. Not only does Second 
Language Writing expose the presence of non-native English speakers in composition 
classrooms, it emphasizes the importance of post-1965 Linguistics to language awareness in both 
fields. Yet, Second Language Writing continues to be categorized as a subdivision of TESL, 
rather than a field that operates equally between TESL and composition.  
 
Conclusion 
Language planning efforts on the part of CCCC and NCTE have included provisions that 
both protect the rights of non-native English speaking individuals to learn English, and protect 
their rights to further develop their first language(s). In addition, resolutions and statements 
emphasize the importance of multilingual skills for all people, calling for increased second and 
third language study for native-English speakers. As controversy surrounding the “Students’ 
Right to Their Own Language” demonstrated, however, engaging in language planning can have 
serious risks. I have attempted here to characterize what I see as a precarious investment in 
language planning, and to offer a sense of how resistance to the cultivation of a pervasive and 
sustainable investment has been reproduced over time through certain disciplinary trends and 
interdisciplinary relationships. Moreover, the status of language planning in the field has not 
been determined by the conscious decision of scholars to avoid controversy by adopting an 
orientation to language planning that would undermine the validity of language other than 
English. In fact, I would argue that the tendency of composition to dismiss the language work of 
related fields has, in part, been symptomatic of the fear of resorting to a “language-as-problem” 
orientation. The decentering of language has worked as a tactic against validating this orientation 
explicitly. It has manifested in appropriations of Linguistics that have masked the politics of 
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language, and appropriations of Cultural Studies that have featured the politics of everything but 
language. Not only has this tactic allowed people to ignore the adherence to English 
monoligualism in the field’s scholarship and teaching, but it has also allowed people to imagine 
the field’s work as separate from larger national language politics, and separate from the 
international context, where language becomes increasingly political in terms of indigenous 
rights, endangered languages, and cultural diversity.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
The United Nations as a Performance: Rights Documents, Convention, and Performativity  
The United Nations is a performance; it relies on theatrics as much as paperwork, 
symbolism as much as activity. This chapter examines the performativity of United Nations 
language rights documents, both in terms of their use of language and their instrumentality when 
invoked in deliberations regarding institutional policy and resolution development. Though many 
international documents, including resolutions and declarations regarding language, are not 
legally binding, they are far from inoperative. To conceptualize the performative value of rights 
documents, I consider theories of performativity and the performative that have developed out of 
J.L. Austin’s papers on speech acts. For many reasons, though, the language and work of rights 
documents do not fit neatly into a framework of such theoretical developments—the documents 
include performative utterances, certainly, but the operability of these utterances is contingent on 
their relationship to the institutional context in which they are mobilized. Many linguists and 
language philosophers have since complicated and refined the ideas put forth in Austin’s papers 
on speech acts and performative utterances; some have made performativity more restrictive, 
others more inclusive. Searle, for example, argues that “the only performatives are what Austin 
called ‘explicit performatives.’ Thus, though every utterance is indeed a performance, only a 
very restricted class are performatives” (536). Alecia Youngblood Jackson, however, discusses 
how a more postmodern theory of the performative acknowledges the social nature and 
transformative possibilities of language. Similarly, Parker and Sedgwick have brought together 
theories of the explicit performative and theatrical performance to argue that a postmodern 
analysis can “demonstrate […] how contingent and radically heterogeneous, as well as how 
contestable, must be the relations between any subject and any utterance” (13-14). Common 
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among interpretations and reconfigurations of the performative—even Searle’s—is the 
acknowledgement of a certain kind of performative, the kind that Austin deemed “operative” by 
way of its conventional context. “Sometimes,” Warnock paraphrases, “there exist rules, or legal 
provisions, or more or less commonly officially recognized practices—let us say broadly, as he 
usually did, conventions—which provide that saying something or other is to be, is to constitute 
or count as, doing whatever it may be” (1).  
Though this type of performative utterance is not where Austin’s primary interests lie, 
and, in fact, many later linguists seem to consider them too obvious for consideration, the 
concept of the conventional performative utterance offers a framework through which to 
examine the operability of rights documents and discourses as reliant on the relationship between 
institutional conventions and language. Warnock defines the conventional performative as such:   
[W]hat we have is a class of utterances, linguistically quite heterogeneous, which 
have in common that, in virtue of non-linguistic conventions, to issue them 
(happily) counts as doing this or that. As such they are, of course a sub-class not 
only of utterances, but also of what might be called conventionally-significant 
doings, many of which will differ in not involving utterance at all. (74)  
Within the United Nations, the relationship between convention and language is under constant 
negotiation, hence heated debates over the language of documents and institutional integrity.  
The language of United Nations rights documents is often succinct, as performative language 
tends to be, but the “conventions” are complex.  Many extra-linguistic factors contribute to 
making rights discourse operational, not least of which are the symbolic nature and history of 
human rights, in general, and the theatrical quality of United Nations proceedings.  
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The theatrical quality of the United Nations has been cited by individuals both within and 
outside of the U.N. in an effort to undermine the value of the work done in the General 
Assembly. John Bolton, former U.N. Ambassador (2005-2006), for example, told the National 
Review Online that “although dozens, maybe over 100 heads of state and government will be [at 
the U.N. this week], along with practically every foreign minister there is, what happens in the 
General Assembly is nothing but theater.”  Similarly, albeit less snidely, Linda Fasulo writes in 
An Insider’s Guide to the United Nations that “the speeches and debates of the full General 
Assembly often make good media events and excellent political theater, but they are not 
necessarily effective means of examining issues in depth and arriving at solutions” (71).  The 
General Assembly presents an image of international collaboration, of member States with 
varying challenges and concerns, addressing differences and difficulties in a civilized arena for 
the purpose of building global harmony.  When Bolton and Fasulo downplay the power of the 
General Assembly, they do not mean that nothing happens there; rather, they intend to dispel the 
romantic notion that the General Assembly, as the only forum in which each member State 
present is given a voice and a vote, is a real, or even desirable, site of productive deliberation and 
problem-solving. The General Assembly, Bolton and Fasulo argue, is a forum reserved primarily 
for the presentation of pre-determined decisions and planned statements. Sometimes, however, 
the presentation of these decisions and statements does more than report information; 
presentations can also send messages—a veiled warning from one State to another, for example. 
While the work of the General Assembly may, then, be less explicit or definitive than is 
commonly understood, a performative analysis challenges the idea that such proceedings are 
inconsequential.  Furthermore, the complexity of UN “conventions” means that even rejected 
documents can have operative value—they can, for example, be articulated successfully to 
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adopted, if not foundational, documents through shared provisions. Or, they can be invoked as 
representative of the humanistic spirit that the United Nations is called on to symbolize.  
 Their relationship with convention prevents performative utterances of rights documents 
from sharing with spoken performatives the same relationship that exists between locutionary 
meaning and illocutionary force.  Fundamental to Austin’s philosophy of performative utterances 
is that such utterances have locutionary acts, illocutionary forces, and perlocutionary effects. A 
locutionary act is performed when a performative is uttered, when a speaker says “I promise,” 
for example. The illocutionary force lies in the mutual recognition between speaker and audience 
of the utterance as a promise, at the linguistic level. The locutionary act, then, has the 
illocutionary force of that act—a speaker performs the act in the saying of the utterance. The 
“true” intentions of the speaker are not, at these linguistic levels, relevant, nor are the reactions 
of the audience. For these extralinguistic variables, Austin reserved the term “perlocutionary 
effects.” To borrow from P.F. Strawson’s summation, “Austin distinguishes between the 
‘meaning’ of an utterance and its ‘force.’ The former he associates with the ‘locutionary’ act 
performed in making the utterance, the latter with the ‘illocutionary’ act performed in making it” 
(46).  
The language of human rights provisions is characteristically, and customarily,  
performative—the General Assembly, for example, “takes note,” “stresses,” “recalls,” 
“welcomes,” “decides,” “affirms,” etc. Unlike spoken and some other written performatives in 
which the locutionary and illocutionary forces manifest simultaneously, however, the 
illocutionary force of rights documents is often negotiated and approved before the locutionary 
act is officially recognized. In other words, as written texts subject to Assembly vote, human 
rights documents are the products of recursive, collaborative writing processes. By the time a 
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text is brought before the General Assembly, the positions of member States are typically well-
known among other members. Though documents undergo many revisions in an attempt to 
increase the number of member States that will vote in favor, sometimes it becomes clear that 
some States will not support a document, regardless of revisions, and a document reaches the 
General Assembly with enough supporting States to secure its adoption. Such was the case with 
the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which underwent years of consideration 
and revision before it was finally adopted, though not by consensus. New Zealand, Australia, 
Canada, and the United States opposed the declaration to the very end, despite revisions that 
intended to placate their specific concerns. As I discuss below, the more support a document 
receives at the time of adoption, the more performative force it may have when subsequently 
invoked. More accurately, a document supported by consensus will enjoy more opportunities for 
invocation, and can be invoked more forcibly with reference to that consensus. However, once a 
document is brought to a vote, the language of provisions has been settled, its meanings are 
already established.  With the adoption of the document, the language is sanctioned and the 
performatives become speech acts which act on behalf of the General Assembly and the United 
Nations, as an entity, not the individual member States.  
As for the perlocutionary effects of rights discourses—the effects on the reader or 
hearer—they are as vast in range as in audience.  Even in the case of a simple performative 
utterance, there is always a range of possible effects. As an example, Gould offers the 
locutionary act of an apology. Though Gould uses “I am sorry” as the locutionary act, more 
restrictive definitions of a performative utterance would require the words be stated as “I 
apologize.” Still, the illocutionary force may be the same. It may have the force of an apology; 
“It might also have the force of a confession, or a provocation, or even a kind of oblique 
  79 
accusation.” The perlocutionary effects “might include mollifying, or indeed, further irritating 
the offended party” (29). When member States sign a declaration, they perform the stated actions 
for an audience that includes one another, their citizens, and the global community. A declaration 
typically includes a number of performative utterances, as it typically includes a number of 
provisions. It might, for example, “affirm” a particular right, which would have the illocutionary 
force of affirmation, or acceptance, or acknowledgement on the part of the committee and 
signatories. In (perlocutionary) effect, members of this audience may feel relief, hope, 
inspiration, skepticism. One intended effect of declarations, conventions, resolutions, and rights 
discourses, more generally, is accountability—that, as members of the global community, States 
will feel accountable to the stipulations outlined in documents. To this end, rights documents are 
always at least partially successful, as evidenced by their continued proliferation and invocation. 
I continue this chapter with a discussion of the Universal Declaration of Linguistic Rights 
for two interrelated reasons: first, this declaration holds no official standing, yet continues to be 
invoked through both articulation and symbolic appeal, as defined above. Secondly, it is the only 
declaration thus far that has focused exclusively and comprehensively on language rights. More 
than any other rights document, this declaration explores the broad range of language issues that 
affect the lives of groups and individuals. Furthermore, the declaration demonstrates that 
engaging these issues requires multiple categories of rights, categories of disparate conventional 
values and therefore disparate operative functions. Following this discussion, I review 
proceedings regarding a debate of a resolution concerning multilingualism. I examine competing 
understandings of multilingualism, showing how speakers invoke rights documents to blur 
institutional and social or cultural boundaries. International human rights documents are 
operative here, in part because their language is performative and, when signed, they do that 
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which they declare. The Universal Declaration of Linguistic Rights is invoked, as well, despite 
its unofficial status. Again, this is possible because rights discourses are both dynamic and 
cohesive; dynamic because they are expanded, reconfigured, and debated, rights discourses also 
enjoy a cohesive “spirit” reproduced in documents—customarily, each new rights document is 
framed in relation to those foundational texts that precede it. Additionally, United Nation rights 
documents are operative because they are actors in a provocative performance culture that enacts 
international collaboration in the name of such universal themes as peace, hope, and freedom.  
 
The Rise and Fall of Language Communities 
The Universal Declaration of Linguistic Rights (UDLR) was the product of the World 
Conference on Linguistic Rights held in Barcelona in June of 1996. This conference brought 
together a great number of individuals and institutions, including over 60 non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) and 41 PEN Centres6, and received technical and moral support from 
UNESCO, which agreed to consider the completed declaration draft for adoption. The UDLR 
called on existing UN rights instruments, from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights to the 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, that protect individuals from language-based 
discrimination. Many human rights, namely civil and political rights, have been primarily 
concerned with the protection of individuals from discrimination and intervention—they have, in 
other words, been instruments of non-interference. These rights are commonly categorized as 
first generation rights, and require no governmental action, and in fact protect individuals from 
potential governmental abuse. Examples of such rights would include, among others, the right to 
participate in the government of one’s country, the freedom of opinion and expression, and the 
                                                 
6 International PEN is an association of writers. It is constituted by autonomous PEN Centres in various locations 
across the globe. Centres subscribe to the mission laid out in the Charter of the International PEN, which affirms the 
value of literature and freedom of expression. < http://www.internationalpen.org.uk>.  
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right to choose one’s own religion.  Second generation rights are typically associated with 
economic, social, and cultural rights, and they imply government assistance. For example, the 
right to self-determination, a provision of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (1966), allows individuals to “freely determine their political status and freely 
pursue their economic, social and cultural development,” implying the responsibility of the 
government to provide development opportunities. Similarly, the right to education, which is 
discussed further in Chapter Four of this manuscript, requires that governments provide facilities 
and resources. Language rights are linked to social and cultural, as well as educational, 
development and expect governments to contribute the opportunities and materials necessary for 
language learning and usage. Both first and second generation rights are recognized as integral to 
the mission of the United Nations, and are thus granted official recognition. Second generation 
rights, however, continue to incite contestation; while most human rights documents since the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights have included both categories of rights, it is the second 
generation rights that are typically responsible for extended deliberations and abstentions.  
It can be said, in fact, that one convention of UN rights development is the constant 
challenging of convention. Second generation rights, for example, are constituted by provisions 
that challenge the convention of limiting governmental intervention, demanding instead positive 
governmental action. The Universal Declaration of Linguistic Rights reflects this challenge—a 
significant portion of the Linguistic Rights Declaration upholds the concept of promotion, which 
presupposes government action by granting rights that require the development and distribution 
of new resources. In addition to maintaining personal rights such as the right to use one’s own 
language or the right to maintain and develop one’s own culture, the declaration affirmed: 
The right for their own language to be taught 
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The right of access to cultural services 
The right to an equitable presence of their language and culture in the 
communications media 
The right to receive attention in their own language: 
Thus, the UDLR upholds the right of individual speakers to non-discrimination, and articulates 
this first generation right to second generation rights by framing lack of opportunity, access, and 
acknowledgement as discriminatory conditions.  
 The Universal Declaration of Linguistic Rights goes even further in its challenging of 
convention by calling for the protection of language communities.  The Declaration expresses 
dissatisfaction with the trend represented in the majority of rights instruments and corresponding 
plans-of-action targeting states:  
This Declaration takes language communities and not states as its point of 
departure and is to be viewed in the context of the reinforcement of international 
institutions capable of guaranteeing sustainable and equitable development for the 
whole of humanity. For these reasons also it aims to encourage the creation of a 
political framework for linguistic diversity based upon respect, harmonious 
coexistence and mutual benefit. (3)  
This stipulation represents a third category of rights that protects and serves groups—collectives 
not necessarily bonded by a common nationality, but rather by cultural practices or identities 
both within and across national borders. This category, third generation rights, has expanded in 
scope and popularity in recent years, but has not enjoyed the same breadth of recognition as have 
the first two categories. The primary definition of “language community” proposed by the 
document is  “any human society established in a particular territorial space, whether this space 
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be recognized or not, which identifies itself as a people and has developed a common language 
as a natural means of communication and cultural cohesion between its members” (3); however, 
the concept of “territorial space” is also broadened to transcend geographical borders and include 
“the social and functional space vital to the full development of the language” (3). The intention 
of this declaration, then, is to protect not only people, but languages, thus distinguishing itself 
from preexisting and subsequent instruments that mention language difference only briefly, and 
identifying individuals first and foremost as members of a State and/or nation.  
The UDLR deliberately and candidly refused in more ways than one to conform to 
conventional rights protocol, which would have protected the individual against discrimination 
and implicated governments in the promotion of rights for the good of the nation.  The 
declaration also called attention to the complexity of linguistic realities within nations, a 
complexity that disrupts a long history of associating many countries, especially dominant 
countries, with a single, or at least preferred, language. The Universal Declaration of Linguistic 
Rights was largely inspired by the need to differentiate between communities based on language 
and communities as synonymous with states, and/or nations, and this very acknowledgement 
contributed to the declaration’s rejection by UNESCO in 1997. UNESCO General Director, 
Federico Mayor Zaragoza,  encouraged the Conference’s follow-up committee, who had been 
charged with presenting the document, to “elaborate a new Declaration text, shorter and more in 
accordance with UNESCO ‘language’” (“Informal Bulletin”). Though the committee 
characterized Zaragoza’s response as promising, the bulletin in which his response is presented 
was posted in 1998, and no updates have followed.  
Without the idea of a singular national identity, the convention of privileging the nation 
over other group configurations makes far less sense. This convention, though, is integral to the 
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history, structure, and even the name of the United Nations. The legitimacy of the nation is 
established in the U.N. Charter, through which the members of the UN “reaffirm faith in 
fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person, in the equal rights of 
men and women and of nations large and small,” and deem the UN “a centre for harmonizing the 
actions of nations in the attainment of these common ends” (Charter Preamble, my emphasis).  
Challenging the authority of the nation, then, calls into question the very ideals on which the 
organization was founded, and when member States feel threatened by provisions that privilege 
collectives over the nation in ways that may burden a nation’s government, financially or 
politically, States are quick to invoke the Charter to reiterate their authority. Granting rights, 
especially those that require government action, to collectives irrespective of nationality can be 
argued to transgress the terms of the Charter which, as the organization’s foundational text, 
enjoys great performative, even legal, value.  
While third generation rights have therefore enjoyed some success, they are less widely 
accepted than first and second generation rights, which have a much longer history and are 
granted the status of customary law, as discussed in more depth below. The Universal 
Declaration of Linguistic Rights incorporated all three generations of rights, and reversed their 
hierarchy by privileging the language community over the nation, demanding that language 
communities be recognized and supported by governments in order for their members to exercise 
their individual rights. Unlike the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the preamble 
of which ultimately reiterates the authority of the nation by invocation of the Charter, the 
Universal Declaration on Linguistic Rights candidly refused to abide by this convention, a 
performance that would not have been supported by the United Nations. Consequently, the 
Universal Declaration of Linguistic Rights was quickly rejected by UNESCO.  
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The fate of the Universal Declaration of Linguistic Rights notwithstanding, the United 
Nations has over the last few decades adopted an increasing number of declarations, 
conventions, and resolutions that claim to protect, if not promote, the identities and interests of 
groups. However, because member States often see collective rights as antithetical to the 
individual rights affirmed in earlier UN documents, and in their national constitutions, these 
rights documents also tend to provoke substantial controversy, as did the Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples. And yet, they maintain an operative force, as I demonstrate in the 
following sections. When taken outside of the performance of the Universal Declaration of 
Linguistic Rights, specific provisions or language rights, more generally, can be rearticulated to 
human rights in ways that exploit, rather than dismiss, convention. As Linda Fasulo states, 
“[e]veryone is ‘for’ human rights, of course, which are enshrined in the Charter and in scores of 
international treaties and conventions” (73-74).  To be against human rights is to be against the 
conventions of international peace, development, prosperity, security, equality—all ideals that 
constitute the “spirit” of the United Nations.   
 
The “Multilingualism” Debate 
The United Nations General Assembly convened on Friday, December 21, 2001 for its 
90th plenary meeting of the Fifty-sixth session, and included on the agenda was 
“Multilingualism.” “Multilingualism” was to be the title of a resolution that would focus 
primarily on language expectations for United Nations employees. The draft in question included 
two paragraphs that proved particularly controversial. Paragraph 4 expressed expectations of an 
“adequate and confirmed knowledge of a second official language,” and “urge[d] the Secretariat 
and the executive heads of agencies of the United Nations system to ensure, in particular when 
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promoting staff, respect for equality of the working languages of the Secretariat or one of the 
working languages of another body of the Organization and of their use.” Paragraph 5 “urge[d] 
the Secretariat, when recruiting staff, to take into account the knowledge of an official language 
of the United Nations, in addition to the language of general parlance within the country of the 
candidates or their mother tongue, whether or not the latter is an official language of the United 
Nations” ( “Multilingualism” 2).  Mr. Levitte, representative of France, opened the meeting with 
an introduction to the purpose of this “debate”—to move toward consensus on the contents of the 
final resolution—and spoke of language at once pragmatically and romantically, calling 
linguistic diversity a “great asset for humankind” and a “source of enrichment that must be 
preserved.” He continued by linking these ideals to the work of the United Nations—for the 
institution, he argues, “cultural and linguistic diversity are benefits, and it is our duty to ensure 
that the rules of the game are duly respected” (U.N.  GAOR).  The United Nations uses six 
official languages for large intergovernmental meetings, including those of the General 
Assembly; however, regional offices of the United Nations employ limited, and variant, working 
languages. French and English are the working languages of the Secretariat, and while they are 
equal in theory, the privileging of English is reflected at the UN Headquarters in New York, in 
daily activity as well as in job vacancy advertisements and submitted applications 
(“Multilingualism: Report”).  
  Levitte’s introduction to the draft resolution summarizes the “problems” that had thus far 
postponed the adoption of a resolution on multilingualism. He focuses not merely on the 
challenges faced within the United Nations (“the rules of the game”), but also on the linguistic 
realities within member states.  In doing so, Levitte acknowledges the complexity of language, 
resists oversimplifying language matters for the sake of institutional operability, and articulates 
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the United Nations context and the global context in a way that presents the United Nations as a 
global model, or ideal microcosm, of the world at large. In other words, how the UN 
conceptualizes and addresses language within its workings should reflect what the institution 
professes about language for the global community.  Thus, the problems outlined in Levitte’s 
introduction speak not only to linguistic representation within the United Nations, but the 
challenges nations face to make such representation possible—diversity of mother tongues 
and/or national languages and the financial limitations of universities, for example. With the 
stage set, representatives from several countries spoke of their concerns regarding the draft 
resolution. Throughout the debate, speakers invoked the Charter of the United Nations as a 
“practical” tactic against employment restrictions based on language.  Mr. Donigi of Papua New 
Guinea, for example, notes that “Article 101(3) of the Charter […] says that the paramount 
consideration in the employment of staff shall be the necessity of securing the highest standards 
of efficiency, competence and integrity” (U.N. GAOR 21). Additional representatives raise this 
same point, point to this same stipulation, and suggest that Paragraph 5 of the draft resolution is 
therefore “meaningless” (19). Dismissing the draft resolution as incongruent with institutional 
employment policies, however, is only one among many strategies representatives employ to 
oppose the document. Speakers used the discussion as an opportunity to expose some of the 
existing language inequities both within the institution and in the larger global context, and this 
entailed invoking the Charter and more comprehensive rights documents to articulate language 
rights to human rights, as well as rights to institutional policy.  
The Charter of the United Nations is not a rights-based document, per se. It includes 
rights in its preamble and several subsequent articles, but these rights are not defined or 
elaborated upon beyond iterating and reiterating a “respect for human rights and for fundamental 
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freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion” (Charter of the United 
Nations. Article 1).  The Charter outlines the purposes and principles of the United Nations at its 
inception, listing the responsibilities of UN employees, principle UN bodies, and member States. 
Though largely a practical document, the Charter repeatedly emphasizes the humanitarian spirit 
that drives UN practices and policies, and therefore serves representatives well in the debate 
regarding multilingualism. Mr. Levitte, familiar with the circulating concerns, acknowledges in 
his introduction the Charter’s emphasis on the “competence, efficiency and professional skills” 
of employees, and frames Paragraph 4 of the draft as an extension of the Charter, rather than 
antithetical to its intentions:  
At the same time, in order to work in accordance with the spirit of the Charter, I 
believe it is essential to encourage Secretariat staff to learn a language additional 
to the official United Nations language that they already speak when they are 
recruited. (16) 
When Levitte proposes that Secretariat staff should learn a language in addition to the language 
that qualifies them to work in the Secretariat, it is likely a move to moderate the proliferation of 
staff members whose only UN-sanctioned language is English. Furthermore, with five other 
languages to choose from, staff members may select French, which would ideally increase 
French representation in the Secretariat.  
Whatever Levitte’s interests and intentions, his position was not corroborated by the 
majority of participants, many of whom represented member States with linguistic realities quite 
different from those of France, as well as from each other, of course. Present at the meeting, for 
example, were representatives of States with multiple official languages, English being the 
national language official within in the United Nations (South Africa and Singapore).  These 
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states benefit from (and contribute to) the dominance of English both in the Secretariat and the 
organization, more broadly. Conversely, some states (Spain, Egypt, Libyan Arab Jamahriya) 
resent the prevalence of English because, while their languages enjoy official status in the United 
Nations, they do not enjoy equal representation in document distribution and employment 
practices. Also present at the meeting were representatives of delegations (e.g. India, Japan, and 
Papua New Guinea) with widely-used mother-tongues and/or official languages not represented 
by the six official UN languages; these representatives opposed additional language requirements 
on the grounds that their very presence asserted their commitment to multilingualism, a 
multilingualism not recognized by the proposed changes. Despite Levitte’s efforts to placate 
opposition with words of understanding, representatives clearly considered his understanding 
incomplete and sought to reframe the draft resolution as overlooking those complexities of 
language that complicate definitions of multilingualism and contribute more accurately to 
cultural and national identities.  
 Mr. Chandra, representative for India, and Mr. Donigi of Papua New Guinea spoke at 
length on the draft resolution. For the remainder of this section, I focus primarily on the 
comments of these two individuals. Not only do both speeches invoke the Charter to oppose the 
resolution, but they also offer rich explanations of how the linguistic histories and realities of 
their respective countries deserve acknowledgement from an institution that claims respect for 
cultural and linguistic diversity. Additionally, Donigi invokes both the Universal Declaration 
Human Rights and the Universal Declaration of Linguistic Rights to support his position on the 
discriminatory nature of the draft resolution. Again, the Universal Declaration of Linguistic 
Rights failed as an adoptable document for UNESCO, and never reached the General Assembly 
for consideration. But what its subsequent invocation suggests is that it did still succeed in 
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complicating the issue of multilingualism in ways that raised critical consciousness about 
linguistic discrimination and provided new actions and arguments with which to identify and 
oppose it. Also, the Declaration gave new meaning to preceding documents, including the 
Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, both of which engage language only 
briefly. Presumably, then, many individuals and groups who are familiar with the UDLR are 
hesitant to invoke the rejected document, yet use it as an interpretive framework when engaging 
language provisions within those documents that have been adopted.  
 Chandra claims that the draft resolution represents “the promotion not of multilingualism 
but of prejudice” (17). Both Chandra and Donigi reject a definition of multilingualism that 
privileges certain languages over others—they reject the notion that requiring individuals to learn 
certain languages in order to participate in the United Nations upholds the spirit of 
multilingualism that many persons, groups, and nations have worked to develop and 
institutionalize. Requiring individuals to learn certain languages amounts to linguistic hegemony, 
and contravenes efforts to cultivate an appreciation for multilingualism as it already exists 
through much of the world. The draft proposal, Chandra explains, “would ignore the fact that an 
Indian staff member […] was already at least trilingual, but would expect him or her to have 
learned a second foreign language in addition to English. But not one Indian language is an 
official language” (17).  Chandra uses many labels for multilingualism—“mixed blessing,”  
“challenge,” “politics,” “cherishable.” He distinguishes between “true multilingualism” and 
“linguistic chauvinism,” though does not define the former except to position it as something 
other than the latter. Already, Chandra postulates, the United Nations privileges European 
languages, which poses a challenge to the professed goal of increasing the institutional 
participation and representation of developing countries. Ultimately, Chandra fears the conflation 
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of “multilingualism with the promotion of only the six languages it has dubbed official” (17). 
That the United Nations can accommodate a limited number of languages is a reality, but so is 
the fact that these languages are only six of hundreds, and in the act of dubbing them official 
within the UN system, they are granted special value in the world, as well. In Chandra’s view, 
not only does the language policy of the United Nations fail to accurately represent the linguistic 
identities of member States or their inhabitants, but it also risks using the term “multilingualism” 
to undermine language rights even at the first generation level, where rights protect individuals 
from discrimination based on language.  
For Donigi, the draft resolution in question should not be entitled “multilingualism” at 
all; rather, he believes work on multilingualism should focus on language preservation and 
promotion. The draft in question, he argues, should be titled “United Nations personnel 
recruitment and development” (21). To make multilingualism a key issue in recruitment would 
amount to further discrimination, both linguistic and employment, since additional restrictions 
would further disadvantage developing countries that “are not properly represented in the United 
Nations system” and whose geographical locations neither afford nor require the kind of 
“multilingualism” the draft resolution requires: 
Given our geographical location, why should we be asked to learn an additional 
European language, when it has no direct relevance to everyday life or to trade 
and economic activities in our country, let alone the region? Given a choice of 
languages, we would prefer Bahasa Indonesia, spoken by our neighbor, or 
Japanese, spoken by one of our largest trading partners. Given the choice of a 
European language, we would probably opt for German, also for trading reasons. 
None of these is listed as an official language of the United Nations. (21-22) 
  92 
Donigi, like others, invokes the Charter of the United Nations, but not merely to note the 
Charter’s criteria for employment. Donigi points to Article 1, as well, which upholds 
“fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion.” 
Adopting a resolution that puts knowledge of certain languages above overall employee 
competence would thereby run counter to the Charter—especially if that article of the Charter is 
interpreted in conjunction with the provisions of the Universal Declaration of Linguistic Rights. 
Donigi does interpret Article 1 this way, and reminds attendants, without apology or 
qualification, that the Universal Declaration of Linguistic Rights asserts the rights of all 
languages, regardless of their legal status. He calls on Article 5 of the UDLR, which notes that 
the declaration deliberately avoids using such terms as official, regional, and minority to 
categorize languages because “though in certain cases the recognition of regional or minority 
languages can facilitate the exercise of certain rights, these and other modifiers are frequently 
used to restrict the rights of language communities” (21). In citing this article specifically, 
Donigi implies a dissatisfaction with the organization’s current language system—its use of 
limited official and working languages—and takes the opportunity to elaborate on what he sees 
as an inconsistency in UN purpose and practice, an inconsistency that would be exacerbated by 
the adoption of the draft under consideration.  
Donigi’s case against the draft resolution is grounded in rights documents and discourse. 
Although he claims that the matter at hand should not focus on multilingualism, his invocation of 
rights redefines multilingualism and rearticulates multilingualism to recruitment. The draft 
resolution, he argues, “would positively promote discrimination against those who lack 
knowledge of a second official language of the United Nations and is contrary to their right to 
freedom of employment” (21).  He invokes the Charter to reaffirm both the original employment 
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criteria and the rights and freedoms of people to choose and use languages without facing 
discrimination. From here, he expands on this concept of linguistic discrimination via the 
Universal Declaration of Linguistic Rights, which reiterates a spirit of multilingualism that is not 
served, but violated, by the draft resolution. Finally, Donigi calls on the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1996) 
to assert his people’s “right to freedom of choice of employment”: 
We have maintained our right to freedom of choice of language. We must 
maintain our right to freedom of employment. This freedom is specified in article 
23 (1) of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. In fact, the right to work is 
specified in article 6 (1) of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights, and article 7 (c) provides specifically that everyone should be 
given reasonable opportunity to be promoted in employment and that this 
opportunity should not be subject to considerations other than those of ‘seniority 
and competence.’ (22) 
The Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights represent a kind of customary law, 
or “Jus Cogens.” “Jus Cogens norms,” according to Sally Engle Merry, “are so well established 
that they are no longer enforced and do not depend on consent.” Of course, human rights require 
constant enforcement; however, the validity of those rights that constitute these documents is 
beyond reproach: “Laws become established as customary when states announce them and other 
states do not complain or object” (Merry 101). Too many of those rights within the Universal 
Declaration of Linguistic Rights have not been accepted—they have provoked complaint and 
objection—and so the document, on its own, does not enjoy Jus Cogens status. However, 
institutional convention allows Donigi to triangulate individual documents, some more 
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independently operative than others, to represent a larger rights culture or a discourse that is 
operable as a system. 
Rights documents and discourse might be said to operate on at least three levels; first, 
they employ explicit performatives that put into action that which has been declared. The 
preamble of the original English version of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, for 
example, appears and reads as follows:  
                       
Not only does the text include the performative “proclaims,” but it emphasizes the term via 
italics and includes the word “now” to dramatize the immediacy of the act. The use of italics 
further dramatizes the text, reiterating the sense of immediacy as well as the authority of the 
General Assembly. Secondly, rights documents and discourse are operative by way of their 
invocation, by way of reapplying the performative (though implicit) to alternate contexts and 
variant ends; and thirdly, by way of inciting the perlocutionary effect of accountability—a 
perlocutionary effect that is evoked through both linguistic and extra-linguistic convention. As a 
performance of accountability, rights documents demand a response from participants. 
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Acceptance is one possible response, which re-validates the discourses used, further enshrining 
them in the United Nations system, and creates a new operative text for subsequent invocation. 
The decision to postpone acceptance and engage in further negotiation is another possible 
response. Complete rejection is a response in limited contexts, as the performative force of 
documents that outline or invoke rights requires that they be deemed worthy of consideration. 
Thus, only in the early stages, when the audience is intimate and the doors are closed, can rights 
discourses be dismissed. Of course, when declarations and resolutions are up for a vote, member 
States may, and often do, vote against them, but not without qualification—an opposing party 
may latch onto a particular provision, and express regret that this provision makes it impossible 
for the State to support the document, despite its many valuable contributions.  This is precisely 
what happened with the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples; the United States, 
New Zealand, Australia, and Canada claimed to support the concept of indigenous rights, but felt 
that the right to self-determination as applied in the declaration went against the international 
human rights law (i.e. the Charter) by challenging the authority of the State.  
 When a document like the draft resolution on multilingualism is placed under 
consideration, acceptance and promotion are the primary options, since interested parties have 
agreed to reach consensus. After representatives of several States had given their statements on 
the draft resolution, acting President Mr. Han Seung-soo of the Republic of Korea closed the 
discussion: “At the request of the sponsors the draft resolution A/56/L.44/Rev. 1, action on the 
draft resolution is postponed” (31). Too many delegations—India, the United States of America, 
Papua New Guinea, Spain, Singapore, the Russian Federation, Germany, South Africa, 
Philippines, Pakistan, Malaysia, Nepal—refused to support the draft, either because they thought 
the draft discriminatory and/or impractical, or supported the goal of consensus (a distinction not 
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always made clear).   On April 9, 2002 the General Assembly adopted resolution “56/262. 
Multilingualism” with significant changes from the draft considered four months prior. Articles 4 
and 5 of the adopted resolution are shortened to institute no additional requirements on 
prospective and current staff members. Evidently, the only way to reach consensus was to 
remove offending stipulations altogether to reaffirm the authority of the Charter; each provision 
“stresses” that employment and promotion of staff “be carried out in strict accordance with 
Article 101 of the Charter” (1-2). Further changes included the addition of two new provisions:   
12.  Welcomes the decision by the General Conference of the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization on 17 November 1999 that 21 
February should be proclaimed “International Mother Language Day”, and calls 
upon Member States and the Secretariat to promote the preservation and 
protection of all languages used by peoples of the world; 
13.  Requests the Secretary-General to report to it at its fifty-eighth session on 
the measures that can be taken by Member States and international organizations 
within the United Nations system in order to strengthen the protection, promotion 
and preservation of all languages, in particular languages spoken by persons 
belonging to linguistic minorities and languages facing extinction; 
As “decided” by the final article of Resolution 56/262, multilingualism was included on 
the provisional agenda of 58th General Assembly session in 2003. The Secretary-General 
reported on the status of multilingualism within the institution, and “on measures that could be 
taken by Member States and international organizations within the United Nations system to 
strengthen the protection, promotion and preservation of all languages, in particular those of 
linguistic minorities and languages facing extinction” (A/58/363 2). The report demonstrated that 
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“substantial, albeit uneven” progress had been made within the organization to increase 
translation activity, language training incentives and opportunities, and multilingual staff 
members. As for efforts to promote and protect multilingualism in the larger global context, the 
United Nations relies heavily on the work of United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) to provide research and coordinate international initiatives. The report 
cites a number of UNESCO projects, including “International Mother Tongue Day,” which was 
“welcomed” in the 2002 resolution on Multilingualism and characterized in the subsequent 
report as “one of the most important present forms of advocacy in favour of 
Multilingualism” (21).   
Linguistic tensions--between English and French, between these dominant languages and 
those with significantly less UN representation, and between languages with representation and 
those with none at all—are not confined within UN contextual boundaries. Rather, they are 
representative of global linguistic struggles that are both reflected in and shaped by UN work.   
In this chapter’s introduction, I argue that the invocation of rights documents and discourses 
blurs contextual boundaries. When rights are invoked, the United Nations cannot be reduced to a 
mere institution whose practices are determined by functionality alone. Accordingly, the 
primarily “institutional matter” of UN recruitment and employment becomes an avenue through 
which to debate definitions of multilingualism, to rearticulate language and rights, and to reassert 
the complexities of language realities within and across nations.  
 
Conclusion 
Not only does Linda Fasulo highlight the theatricality of the General Assembly, but she 
also points out that the General Assembly’s resolutions are not legally binding, that they “derive 
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their authority solely as acts of the world community” (69). Fasulo does not argue, however, that 
their acts have no authority. In fact, two statements in the multilingualism draft resolution debate 
included comments about the potential consequences of having brought the debate before the 
General Assembly. The South African representative, Mr. Raubenheimer, comments that his 
delegation would have had the discussion held outside the General Assembly, where more 
productive, less prepared debate could have ensued. In this way, he corroborates Fasulo’s claim 
that in depth conversation cannot occur in this forum. However, both Raubenheimer and 
Philippines representative Mr. Manalo express the fear of micromanagement on the part of the 
General Assembly, which speaks to the General Assembly’s influence. “One cannot avoid the 
impression,” Raubenheimer declares “that the sponsors are using the power of the General 
Assembly to micromanage the work of the Secretary-General and the Secretariat” (27). 
According to the UN Charter, the General Assembly elects the Secretary-General, who then is 
responsible for appointing the Secretariat staff.  Though the General Assembly creates the 
guidelines for employment requirements and expectations, changes to these requirements and 
expectations seem to be discouraged by parties invested in the autonomy of the Secretary-
General and Secretariat, which is reiterated in the Staff Rules “bulletin” assembled in 2002 by 
former Secretary-General Kofi Annan. Article IV of this 72-page document covers 
“Appointment and Promotion” and begins with Regulation 4.1: “As stated in Article 101 of the 
Charter, the power of appointment of staff members rests with the Secretary-General” (24).  
 When the General Assembly performs, it has a symbolic force perhaps unparalleled by 
any other body or meeting within the United Nations system.  Central to the United Nations 
identity and international authority is the image of all these countries and nations from all over 
the world, communicating in various languages, considering the world’s problems and 
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challenges—hunger, poverty, access to technology and education, war. The performance value 
of the United Nations is a convention that gives equal voice to UN member States. Of course, not 
all voices are treated equally, and not all committees and councils that make up the system are of 
equal importance to its workings. Some have more functional value than others, some more 
symbolic. Smaller, private meetings inevitably allow for more candid discussions that more 
realistically test the limits of what can be exposed to larger audiences within and outside of the 
system. The Security Council, for example, holds both informal and formal discussions. Fasulo 
reports that U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations Nancy Soderberg, “came to regard the 
formal meetings as ‘just a staged show […] because you can’t negotiate in a formal setting, you 
can’t talk to people’” (Soderberg qtd. in Fasulo 98). The formal Security Council meetings, 
much like the GA meeting in which the draft resolution on multilingualism was “discussed,” 
involve people sharing prepared statements. This, Fasulo concludes, may be “good for sending 
signals to another member, but nothing happens there” (98). A performative analysis, however, 
exposes the productivity of signal-sending and reveals that prepared statements and drafted 
documents have both illocutionary force and perlocutionary effects.   
The complex conventions of the United Nations institutions—the use of performative 
language, the invocation of human rights, the symbolism of the institution, the theatrical nature 
of so many of its workings—work together to ensure that rights, and the documents that declare 
them, remain dynamically operative. Engle Merry writes of the “indirect pressure” that countries 
feel to participate in international collaboration. Countries acknowledge official and customary 
international law “because of reciprocity, the desire for membership in the international 
community, the wish to appear ‘civilized,’ pressure from other countries for trade agreements,” 
and more (100). Rights are an important tool of “indirect pressure,” as well as a tool for 
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demonstrating “civilized” and a commitment to the “international community.” Though language 
rights have not been granted the same depth or breadth of acknowledgement as many other types 
of rights, they have been articulated to more conventional rights discourses in ways that have 
rendered them operable. Still, as I discuss in the following chapter, their operability is tenuous. 
The dynamic nature of rights, characterized by the conventions of reiteration and appropriation, 
has allowed for the invocation of language rights regardless of their generational category or 
practical implications. These same conventions, however, allow for the connections among rights 
to be severed, and as quickly as they were articulated. New discursive alliances can disempower 
and overpower old ones, and for those rights whose operative force is reliant on their association 
with others (i.e., many language rights), such activity can have lasting consequences that will 
affect not only the rights, but also the individuals and groups those rights are meant to serve.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 
From Language Rights to Literacy Development: U.S. Involvement in the UN Education 
for All Initiative 
Introduction 
This chapter considers the impact of the United Nations Literacy Decade (2003-2012) on 
language rights. I focus on U.S. participation in the Decade, which has leveraged the right to 
education at the expense of language rights even as the United Nations Educational, Scientific, 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) maintains that multilingualism is fundamental to quality 
education.  The United Nations General Assembly resolved in 2001 to designate the period of 
2003-2012 as the United Nations Literacy Decade, and charged UNESCO with overseeing the 
initiative. The United States was a founding member of UNESCO and served as a chief 
intellectual and financial contributor from 1946 to 1984. In 1984, the U.S. withdrew from the 
organization and rejoined nearly 20 years later, pronouncing an active commitment to the 
Literacy Decade, which has indeed occasioned close collaborations between the United States 
and UNESCO. These collaborations have emphasized the fragile position of language concerns 
within a conception of literacy that is both universal and easily customized to confront literacy 
challenges in national and local contexts, including the institutionalized contexts of formal 
education at all levels.  
Though UNESCO maintains a focus on the promotion of multilingualism and the 
protection of languages at risk of extinction, the organization’s efforts to connect language work 
to educational development have been thwarted by the relatively high-profile status of the 
Literacy Decade, which disarticulates literacy from language, positions literacy at the center of 
education, and relegates language work to UNESCO’s Culture “programme,” as a matter of 
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cultural diversity. Notably, UNESCO’s budget for 2002-2003 allocated 41% of its regular 
programme funds to education and 12.5% to culture (“Approved Programme and Budget”).  
When language is conceptualized as a separate area, rather than an integral part, of literacy, the 
promotion of multilingualism looks far less urgent than the development of health literacies in 
countries plagued with HIV/AIDS, or even the distribution of basic reading materials to 
underprivileged children in places with relatively high literacy rates. Consequently, as the 
Literacy Decade Plan of Action is actualized through various programs across the globe, the 
relationship between language and literacy becomes increasingly obscure. Though the Literacy 
Decade validates language rights indirectly—by articulating language and the right to quality 
education—it has allowed for a kind of prioritization that compromises the Decade’s potential as 
a language rights instrument.  
The Literacy Decade emphasizes the importance of literacy in the fight against disease 
and oppression, as well as its necessity for political and economic freedom. Insofar as literacy 
better enables individuals to compete for employment, literacy is explicitly linked to economic 
opportunity, and by extension, the global economy. Because educational advancement involves 
the promotion of ideologies, not merely the teaching of skills, the shape that literacy 
development takes concerns the United States as a globalizing force. Literacy education must do 
more than teach individuals to read or write; it must also inculcate in individuals the desire to 
participate in a free market global economy. U.S. interests in the role of language in literacy 
education are far less explicit, though as I discuss in detail below, much can be inferred from the 
absence of language as a pervasive theme in the Literacy Decade.  Through literacy work, the 
United States aligns national and global interests in configuring education as a global capitalist 
project. The globalization of the English language serves the United States well in this 
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endeavor—it has allowed for the articulation of English to modernity and democracy abroad, and 
for the (re)affirmation of English as the logical de facto national language of the United States.  
My intention in examining the collaborative projects of the United States and UNESCO, 
and the literacy work this collaboration has advanced, is to demonstrate how the United States 
and the international scene are not two distinct contexts grappling with their own challenges 
relating to language and literacy. Instead, the U.S. and UNESCO combine efforts and resources 
to define and shape literacy development for all. One way the field might contribute to the 
development of an “internationalist perspective” on language as Geneva Smitherman, Bruce 
Horner, and John Trimbur have proposed, is by further considering how U.S. engagement with 
language in one context influences the significance of language in the other.  When consulting 
the international context as a parallel context in which the invocation of language rights has 
proven useful in efforts to oppose linguistic discrimination and diversify linguistic 
representation, language rights do indeed appear of limited value to the field. Accordingly, the 
scholarship constituting this new language movement has moved away from the concept of 
language rights as justification for the promotion of multilingualism, despite the proliferation of 
international rights instruments that include language in their provisions. Language rights have 
never really been accepted in the United States, and this national reality has certainly limited the 
impact of domestic language rights initiatives like the “Students’ Right to Their Own Language” 
and the subsequent “National Language Policy.” If, however, a primary goal of the “new 
language movement” is to engage language work more deliberately—to challenge the sense of 
inevitability that legitimizes the fields’ contribution to a “tacit policy of monoligualism”—
scholarship might instead reconsider the move away from language rights. Because the national 
and international contexts are intertwined in the production of rights discourses, there are 
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alternate lessons to be learned from an examination of the intersection between national and the 
international context.  First, we must acknowledge that language rights are neither a thing of the 
past, nor subject to inevitable defeat; as demonstrated in Chapter Three, rights continue to 
expand in both scope and definition, and this expansion creates new opportunities for the 
invocation of rights discourse to combat discrimination and reformulate meanings of 
development and progress. The United States currently participates in ways that subvert these 
opportunities. And, secondly, the direction these international projects have taken suggest that 
whether language rights are marginalized by the popularization of other rights categories (e.g., 
Education, Indigenous Rights), or reduced to one area of literacy development, as they have been 
in the context of the Literacy Decade, the dissolution of language rights coincides with the 
desertion of language, altogether.   
 
UNESCO, the United States, and the “Irresistibility of Literacy”  
One of the four education-based initiatives launched by the United Nations since the start 
of this millennium, the Literacy Decade calls for the global eradication of illiteracy as a 
necessary achievement in the pursuit of Education for All. Thus, the Literacy Decade and 
Education for All initiative are fundamentally linked, and this link is solidified in the United 
Nations Literacy Decade: Education for All: International Plan of Action. This document, put 
forward by the General Assembly, acknowledges quality education as a fundamental human 
right and education in one’s mother tongue as integral to quality education. In addition, the plan 
involves providing better educational materials in the mother tongue as a second language and 
building “a framework for context-sensitive development,” which includes, among other 
expectations, “promoting multilingual and multicultural education” (United Nations. General 
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Assembly, United Nations Literacy 5-6). As a research-based initiative that emphasizes both 
global accountability and ongoing local development, Education for All resists prioritizing 
literacy problems in a way that would exempt any one nation from engaging in further literacy 
work in accordance with the Plan of Action’s “new vision of literacy,” which redefines literacy 
for a globalized world:  
In the rapidly changing world of today’s knowledge society, with the progressive 
use of newer and innovative technological means of communication, literacy 
requirements continue to expand regularly. In order to survive in today’s 
globalized world, it has become necessary for all people to learn new literacies 
and develop the ability to locate, evaluate, and effectively use information in 
multiple manners. (General Assembly “Plan of Action” 4)  
Though the Plan of Action acknowledges that certain regions are particularly deprived, “namely 
sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia and E-9 countries,” 7 the plan also targets educationally 
disadvantaged areas and populations in countries with otherwise high literacy rates.  From the 
standpoint of Education for All, then, the United States is among the nations expected to 
integrate the goals of the Literacy Decade into already-established or developing national literacy 
programs.   
As a chief collaborator, the United States has done much more than merely acknowledge 
Education for All as a legitimate global endeavor.  According to the U.S. Bureau of International 
Organization Affairs, UNESCO’s dedication to universal global education was one factor that 
prompted the United States to rejoin UNESCO after two decades of limited association. Laura 
                                                 
7 “As to provide their citizens with basic education as a fundamental human right and as a way to curb population explosion, the 
E-9 Initiative was launched in New Delhi, India, in 1993 on the occasion of the Education for All Summit of Nine High-
Population Countries. Embarking on an unprecedented education drive, heads-of-state or government of Bangladesh, Brazil, 
China, Egypt, India, Indonesia, Mexico, Nigeria and Pakistan so called E-9 countries ('E' for education and 9 for nine countries) 
pledged to universalize primary education and significantly reduce illiteracy in their respective countries.” 
<http://www.unesco.org/education/e9/initiative.shtml>. 
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Bush, Honorary Ambassador of the Literacy Decade, has pledged U.S. commitment to literacy 
development not only within the nation, but on a global level. In fact, U.S. representatives 
typically express considerable enthusiasm for Education for All, in general, and oftentimes 
present the U.S. as an advisor concerned primarily with educational problems elsewhere. As the 
leading educational organization in the UN extended system, UNESCO was charged with seeing 
the Literacy Decade put into action. Collaborating with an eager United States made political and 
financial sense for UNESCO, as past tensions between the western nations and the organization 
greatly compromised UNESCO’s credibility. Together, the United States and UNESCO have 
held both global and local conferences on literacy, and have started the Literacy Decade Fund to 
Advance Global Literacy to support literacy development in countries with low literacy rates. 
While the collaboration has, then, been a fruitful one, it has also meant the marginalization of the 
language issues that UNESCO has engaged outside of this work with the United States.  
 The United States and UNESCO share a sense of intellectual leadership in the area of 
global education. President Obama’s U.S. Government Budget for 2010 reflects a commitment 
to development abroad, citing specifically the intent to assist poor nations as they increase 
educational opportunities. The 2010 budget maintains the focus on national security and 
democratization abroad that pervaded the 2009 budget, but differs in the way that it more 
comprehensively articulates its relationship to the global community. While the 2009 budget 
reflects an obligation to rationalize military force in Iraq, the 2010 budget does not carry this 
burden and emphasizes a renewed commitment to multilateralism and development. Affirming 
the influential capacity of the United States, the budget aims to double foreign assistance: 
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Doing so, the United States will reach out to the global community, lay the 
groundwork for stability and security at home and abroad, and strengthen its role 
as a leader in global development and diplomacy. 
The budget, of course, highlights the financial capabilities of the United States to foster 
development, capabilities that UNESCO, on its own, has never been able to boast: for the 2-year 
period 2002-2003, the regular budget totaled US$544 million, a modest sum by comparison with 
the funds available to other international organizations such as UNICEF or UNHCR, both of 
which have a budget four times the size of UNESCO’s (“Programme and Budget”).  UNESCO’s 
strength lies in its symbolism, not in its wealth, as UNESCO has customarily articulated vague, 
moralistic goals that can be neither dismissed nor realized. According to the organization’s 
constitution, its primary purpose is to “promote peace and security.” UNESCO aims to build 
collaborations among nations in the areas of education and culture in order to inspire a shared 
understanding about justice and human rights. In sum, UNESCO’s charge is “to build peace in 
the minds of men,” since it is in the mind that “war begins.” Though the goal of sustainable 
peace is as timeless as it is ambitious, UNESCO's constitution strongly reflects the post-war 
moment in which it was written—however lofty a goal it may have been, the desire for peace 
after a destructive war made the goal indisputable.  
Despite UNESCO’s vague purpose and ongoing budget crisis, the organization has 
maintained its position as lead educational agency. Since UNESCO’s establishment, literacy has 
held an important position on the agenda, in part because literacy work was pragmatic and 
showed UNESCO in action. Philip W. Jones and David Coleman characterize a focus on literacy 
as “irresistible”:  
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It was practical and universally acceptable, providing tangible evidence that the 
new organization could foster international mobilization, educational 
collaboration, mass education and social progress—all equally desirable as means 
as well as ends. (52) 
With the adoption of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 
1948, education was “officially” articulated as a human right, giving UNESCO a chance to align 
interests more closely with the United Nations in a way that did not draw further attention to 
UNESCO’s consistently meager budget:  
UNESCO’s promotion of human rights implied for it the universalisation and 
institutionalization of both formal and nonformal systems of education, neatly 
dovetailing with economic justifications in the name of state formation, 
modernization and development. Thus universal schooling and universal literacy 
(later collectively termed ‘education for all’) was an obvious human rights stance 
for UNESCO, although the organization was quick to adopt more instrumentalist 
justifications when it was more politic to do so. UNESCO’s financial poverty—a 
major stimulus for its reliance on verbal formulae as a program substitute—
nevertheless enabled much rights-oriented rhetoric to persist in UNESCO, such 
language being inexpensive in budgetary terms. (Jones and Coleman 26)  
Literacy, in other words, has been instrumental in obscuring the ambiguity of UNESCO's 
purposes and the unrealizable nature of many of its objectives. The focus on the larger issue of 
education has fluctuated over the years with changing director generals and pressures from 
member nations. Whether the educational priority is fundamental education (e.g., non-formal and 
adult education) or formal education, literacy holds its place as an underlying contingency.  
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Though the United States offers the Literacy Decade much-needed monetary support, it 
was its intellectual authority that the United States foregrounded when publicly framing their 
participation, at least initially. In 2005, Honorary Ambassador for the United Nations Decade of 
Literacy, Laura Bush, conceded that the United States has its own educational problems, but 
announced that President Bush was on top of things, developing a nationwide effort called 
Helping America’s Youth.8  She continued, “[y]ou can imagine, then, how much more dramatic 
the problem is in other parts of the world, where conflict has left thousands of former child 
soldiers with no schools to attend or productive ways to spend their time.” Laura Bush represents 
Literacy for All as an initiative most applicable to “other parts of the world,” those parts plagued 
with war, the lack of educational opportunity, and the absence of other civilized outlets for self-
betterment.  In the interest of transforming such conditions, “American Universities” can 
contribute “research and resources and decades of expertise.” “We are eager,” she adds, “to share 
the benefits of this research with UNESCO and with educators around the world,” and though 
she briefly acknowledges that the U.S. can “learn from research that’s done in other countries,” 
the relationship between the United States and UNESCO is constructed primarily as 
unidirectional. After all, as Laura Bush points out, “our higher education institutions are 
respected throughout the world, and attract some of the brightest minds in the world. With so 
much respect across the globe, American colleges and universities have a unique opportunity to 
help UNESCO meet its goals of advancing literacy, training teachers and using education and 
science to fight HIV/AIDS” (Bush “Global Literacy”).  
                                                 
8 “Helping America’s Youth is a nationwide effort to raise awareness about the challenges facing our youth, 
particularly at-risk boys, and to motivate caring adults to connect with youth in three key areas: family, school, and 
community.  As the leader of the Helping America's Youth effort, Mrs. Laura Bush is highlighting programs which 
are effectively helping America's young people”  (http://www.helpingamericasyouth.gov/whatishay.cfm). 
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To further align U.S. national work with global literacy efforts and position the United 
States as a suitable forerunner of the initiative, the U.S. Bureau of International Organization 
Affairs noted that UNESCO's Education for All: Literacy for All initiative parallels the United 
States’ “No Child Left Behind” program. Drawing a parallel between any national program and 
an International Plan of Action is not a particularly difficult exercise, as international plans are 
intentionally broadly conceived, so that they may be appropriated by member States as they 
assess the educational problems specific to their circumstances. Though international documents 
are often criticized for their ambiguity, this quality allows States with varying educational 
challenges and visions to consider the documents as articulating a common framework with 
multiple points of access. The immediate educational priorities of the United States, for example, 
are necessarily different from those of countries in which elementary education is not 
compulsory, or in which girls, or other population groups, are systematically excluded from 
education altogether. At the same time, drawing a parallel between No Child Left Behind and 
Education for All suggests multiple roles for the United States—not only is the State an 
accountable participant; it is also model and activist. When President Bush announced the 
nation’s intent to rejoin, he did not discuss how the United States would be affected by 
Education for All or Literacy for All; rather, he approved their approach for other States because, 
from his viewpoint, these initiatives uphold the educational theories and values articulated in No 
Child Left Behind.  
That the United States’ renewed investment in UNESCO coincides with the resolution to 
name 2003-2012 the Literacy Decade highlights both the nation’s investment in global 
education, as well as the larger goal of earning global favor, or at least mitigating foreign 
distrust, at a time when the United States was about to occupy Iraq. The collaboration was thus 
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mutually beneficial. UNESCO had suffered greatly—financially and symbolically—without the 
memberships of United States, the UK, and Singapore (Jones and Coleman 66). Together, these 
members had contributed 30% of UNESCO’s general budget, and the United States alone had 
contributed 25% in 1980 (“Contributions of Member States”).  For the United States, the 
Literacy Decade presented an opportunity to participate in an initiative that both affirmed U.S. 
commitment to human rights and allowed it to guide and monitor educational development. As a 
globalizing force, the United States’ investment in education is not entirely humanistic, since as 
Jones and Coleman point out, “[t]he global division of labour now determines the kind of 
workforce required in each country, which in turn determines educational priorities” (39). As 
discussed above, the United States has a stake in global education as vehicle for the 
dissemination of knowledge and resources that interpellate individuals as members of the global 
economy.  The Literacy Decade’s appropriation of the myth of literacy—the idea that literacy 
“invariably results in economic development, democratic practice, cognitive enhancement, and 
upward social mobility” (Graff and Duffy 41)—for the global context has exploded the 
possibilities for what counts as literate development across nations with varying socioeconomic 
and educational conditions.  
The United States may, as Deborah Brandt contended, be experiencing a “second wave of 
literacy” in which the “productive skills of interpretation, critical reasoning, and creativity” have 
increased in value, underscoring the inadequacy of “basic literacy” in meeting the demands of an 
“information economy” (148); however, the primary beneficiaries of the Literacy Decade are not 
the individuals already enfranchised by way of advanced literacy (or so the myth goes), but 
rather those individuals left behind. Thus, despite the Plan of Action’s “renewed vision of 
literacy,” which advocates advanced literacies, the Literacy Decade represents a return to basic 
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literacy instruction, as it was configured in the United States in the 19th and 20th centuries with 
the prioritization of reading over writing. Reading has always been the less complicated “skill” 
to teach, Brandt explains, as it has “always been a more clearly defined curricular activity.” 
Furthermore, she continues, reading “fits more easily than writing with traditional roles of 
student and teacher, one as receptor of knowledge and the other as conduit” (147). Reading, then, 
has been considered more practical (in terms of teaching practice) and less political (in terms of 
student resistance to authority). What the Literacy Decade underscores is that while the literacy 
expectations in the United States may now involve more active engagement with texts, basic 
reading literacy is still upheld as fundamental—for everyone, everywhere. Here, the parallels 
between No Child Left Behind and the Literacy Decade emerge most clearly. Though advanced 
literacies are the ultimate goal, both initiatives aim to serve those groups and individuals ‘left 
behind.’ In doing so, both initiatives privilege basic reading skills over advanced literacies 
without challenging the position of advanced literacies as the impetus for, and ultimate goal of, 
the initiatives. Additionally, both initiatives confront language difference as a component of, 
rather than integral to, basic educational development. Though No Child Left Behind vows in 
Title I to improve “the academic achievement of the disadvantaged,” the policy covers language 
difference, specifically, in Title III, entitled “Language Instruction for Limited English Proficient 
and Immigrant Students.” On October 27, 2008, the National Association of State Title I 
Directors and Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages, Inc. issued a joint statement 
that called for better articulation between Title I and Title III:  
Language acquisition occurs throughout the school day and across all academic 
content areas: thus effective and meaningful collaboration between ESL/bilingual 
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educators and content-area teachers is essential for English language learners’ 
academic success. (2) 
In the same way that this statement conceptualizes language learning as integral to quality 
education in the United States, so does UNESCO for the global context. As discussed further in 
the following two sections of this chapter, UNESCO’s stance on multilingualism is represented 
in the Literacy Decade’s Plan of Action but is subsequently obscured in alternate representations, 
namely those advanced by the United States, as well as in many sites of implementation.   
 
Collaboration, Consensus, and the Peripheralization of Language  
The U.S. is often a supportive, if not active, force in the dissemination of resources, 
rights, education, and opportunity, but is rarely positioned as a recipient of these benefits, or as 
subject to their expectations and restrictions. When the U.S. does model through participation, 
the nation’s role as literacy expert and leader allows it to determine the terms of that 
participation. In the context of the Literacy Decade, the U.S. has participated most actively, or at 
least most publicly, by coordinating, in partnership with UNESCO, two conferences on global 
literacy: The White House Conference on Global Literacy on September 16, 2006 and The White 
House Symposium on Advancing Global Literacy on September 22, 2008.  For UNESCO, the 
conference is a common and important avenue of international cooperation.  Jones and 
Coleman’s characterization of the role of conferences for UNESCO speaks also to the allure of 
the conference for the United States:  
Especially for those committed to multilateralism, international conferences of 
various kinds are fundamental means of symbolizing that commitment. More than 
that, they are practical means of analyzing world problems, devising practical 
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means to address them, encouraging political consensus and mutual obligation as 
part of practical strategies, and assembling tangible and intangible resources for 
the work ahead. (78)  
Through conferences, the United States is able to both demonstrate an investment in 
multilateralism and secure some control over the prioritization of educational issues. In line with  
Jones and Coleman’s explanation of the purpose of conferences, the White House Conference on 
Global Literacy scrutinized the present and made plans for the future—the conference offered 
attendees an opportunity to share knowledge about the current challenges and accomplishments 
of literacy and charged UNESCO with the follow-up task of coordinating six regional 
conferences that would encourage local literacy efforts.  
The White House Conference on Global Literacy offers a cogent example of how the 
U.S. fulfills its dual roles as participant and leader simultaneously. Not only did the U.S. host 
and coordinate the conference, which took Education for All as its framework and featured 
several literacy programs that have been implemented in various places across the globe, the 
U.S. included in the mix its own nationwide initiative called Reach Out and Read (ROR). The 
conference reiterated the importance of literacy and education for “peace, freedom, prosperity, 
and health,” and addressed language issues only in relation to nation-specific literacy initiatives. 
In the United States, literacy has typically meant English literacy and individuals with limited 
proficiency in English have been grouped—in classrooms and in the public imagination—with 
individuals who have never learned to read or write at all. Fundamental literacy has, in the 
United States, been a vehicle of monolingualism. Not surprisingly, then, the United States’ own 
“Decade-approved” national initiative encourages parents to read with their young children, 
provides reading opportunities to families in poverty, and does not foreground any strategies for 
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negotiating language differences. The summary of “Reach Out and Read” included only a vague 
reference to language:  
Every year 35 percent of American children start school without the language 
skills they need to learn to read. Reach Out and Read (ROR), an American, non-
profit literacy organization, was developed by pediatricians and early childhood 
educators to help children start school ready to learn, with a special focus on 
children growing up in poverty. (The Official Publication 6, my emphasis) 
The assumption guiding Reach Out and Read is that underprivileged children have fewer 
opportunities to enjoy books at home in the years before they begin formal schooling. The use of 
the term “language” rather than “reading” suggests an additional, less explicit, assumption 
regarding the English language proficiency of children.  ROR “trains doctors, nurses, and other 
healthcare providers to use developmentally and culturally appropriate books during office visits 
for children from six months to 5 years to show parents how to enjoy reading books with their 
young children” (The Official Publication 6).   In the same way that No Child Left Behind 
promotes English language reading in formal educational settings, Reach Out and Read likely 
envisions English titles on children’s books strewn across surfaces in medical office waiting 
rooms. The program does not, however, necessarily require a systematic approach to negotiating 
language differences since it is a reading initiative meant to generate literate activity in the home, 
rather than the school, environment. By targeting young children, the initiative models the 
importance of fundamental literacy without compromising the notion of “advanced literacy” 
associated with U.S. adult citizens. By focusing on literacy learning in the home, the initiative 
avoids engaging the challenges of educational policy and responds directly to the components of 
the UN Literacy Decade international plan of action that aim for an increase in informal literacy 
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opportunities and community participation, respectively. In this way, the U.S. demonstrates a 
commitment to Literacy for All, not only as a spokesperson and resource, but as a fellow 
member of an international community.   
A few of the literacy initiatives introduced by other nations address language more 
directly; the “Program for Literacy and Training” in Burkina Faso, for example, has focused on 
local language literacy and sponsors an organization called “Let’s Develop Ourselves by 
Ourselves,” which “requires students to become literate in their local language before going on 
to lessons in French” (12). Similarly, Bolivia’s Alfalit International, Inc. recognizes that the 
majority of Bolivian students aim for Spanish literacy, but many students are native speakers of 
Quechua or Aymara and have “few opportunities to practice reading, writing, or speaking 
Spanish on a daily basis.” Alfalit thus requires a bilingual approach that involves a basic literacy 
course in “both their native language and Spanish” (9).  Of the six UNESCO Regional Literacy 
Conferences that followed the White House Conference on Global Literacy, three appear to have 
addressed language explicitly—those in Africa, South, Southwest, and Central Asia, and Europe. 
The conferences in Asia and Europe are summarized as having addressed “policy decisions that 
address marginalized ethnic and linguistic minorities” and “migration and influxes of refugees 
who have difficulty finding employment because of language barriers,” respectively. Africa’s 
conference summary was more specific about language, and more pragmatic, framing language 
difference less as a “problem” or concern than as a reality to which policies and education must 
respond. According to the summary, for example, the conference included discussion of the 
potential of bilingual education, of the use of “a community’s mother tongue for [. . .] 
improv[ing] literacy skills and overall academic achievement in Africa.”  Africa’s 
acknowledgement of linguistic diversity is not surprising considering Africa is the most 
  117 
linguistically diverse continent, boasting 2,000 spoken languages (“Africa”). Many African 
countries have named either French or English as a national language, but include a great number 
of widely-used native and local languages and vernaculars. The number of languages in Africa 
necessitates the synthesis of literacy education and language policy in African countries; in 
engaging linguistic difference, educational and public policy decisions both reflect and reproduce 
national identities in which linguistic diversity is integral. Conversely, U.S. educational policies 
and literacy initiatives, including Reach Out and Read, reflect and reproduce a national identity 
that imagines linguistic homogeneity.  
Whereas the White House Conference on Global Literacy featured a number of 
national/regional initiatives already underway, and therefore invited the presentation of Read Out 
and Read, the White House Symposium on Advancing Global Literacy focused on activities 
outside of the U.S, activities coordinated by UNESCO rather than the United States.  The 
primary purpose of the Symposium was to share and discuss the outcomes of the six regional 
conferences. Additionally, Laura Bush took the opportunity in her “Remarks” to introduce the 
launch of the Literacy Initiative for Empowerment (LIFE) and the establishment of the United 
Nations Literacy Fund to Advance Global Literacy. The White House Conference on Global 
Literacy brought together representatives from nations and organizations to consider working 
literacy initiatives—initiatives that served as evidence of progress and models for further 
development. Together, participants worked toward consensus on the importance and impact of 
literacy, and determined which facets of literacy were to be prioritized and where they should be 
directed.  UNESCO then set off to spread the news, and to launch LIFE, which had been adopted 
as the “global strategic framework and key operational mechanism for achieving the goals and 
purposes of the UN Literacy Decade” (“Literacy”). LIFE targets the 35 countries with the lowest 
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literacy rates, which allows UNESCO to incorporate the regional conferences into the initiative 
and allows the United States to focus their resources elsewhere, modeling participation without 
further highlighting the specifics of its own national literacy work.  
In 2006, Laura Bush spoke of the intellectual resources the U.S. is eager to see shared 
with the global community. In 2008, she emphasized the financial:  
Achieving the goal of global literacy will require global participation. Today, I'm 
happy to announce the establishment of the United Nations Literacy Decade Fund 
to Advance Global Literacy. […] The United States is proud to be the first to 
contribute to this new fund. Today, we're committing more than $2 million to 
fund the advance of the cause of global literacy. We look forward to future 
donations from other governments and other donors worldwide.  
I claimed in the beginning of this chapter that the collaboration between UNESCO and the 
United States is a productive, mutually-beneficial one. The work these two entities have engaged 
in together since the White House Conference on Global Literacy has bolstered their credibility 
as international leaders and actors. More specifically, it has provided the U.S. an opportunity to 
demonstrate a commitment to human rights and multilateralism. And it has given UNESCO a 
project with relatively clear, certainly desirable, objectives and a practical plan for moving 
forward. Of course, for a collaborative relationship of this sort to be as productive as possible, it 
must reach consensus for both symbolic and practical reasons. Accordingly, some concerns, 
theories, and ideologies are necessarily left out of the most central, defining activities of 
collaborative work.  
Despite UNESCO’s support of multilingualism as a resource, language has been largely 
sacrificed in the context of the Literacy Decade. As discussed in Chapter Three, the Universal 
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Declaration of Linguistic Rights has been invoked in multiple situations as evidence indicating 
widespread support for language rights and multilingualism. Another important document often 
cited as reinforcing language rights provisions, specifically those included in the Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, is a position paper developed by UNESCO entitled Education 
in a Multilingual World. This paper refers specifically to the linguistic rights of indigenous 
peoples in several places, but represents a much broader constituency. Framed as an extension of 
the United Nations Literacy Decade: Education for All Initiative, the paper begins:  
Education for All means a quality education for all. In today’s world this means 
including consideration of the many varied cultural and linguistic contexts that 
exist in contemporary societies. These pose a challenge for policy-makers, 
concerned on the one hand with ensuring qualifications of a normative nature for 
the whole population of a country, while at the same time protecting the right to 
be different of those who belong to specific linguistic and ethnic populations. 
(Preface)9 
The paper establishes three principles that address the “guidelines which represent the 
organization’s current approach to language and education in the twenty-first century, and which 
should serve to state the position of the international community in its various member States”: 
1. UNESCO supports mother tongue instruction as a means of improving 
educational quality by building upon the knowledge and experience of the 
learners and teachers. 
                                                 
9 UNESCO divides the paper into three main parts: First, it offers working definitions of terms common to 
discussions and debates about language--terms such as “linguistic diversity,” “majority language,” “minority 
language,” “official language,” “language of instruction,” “mothertongue,” and “bilingual and multilingual 
education.” Second, the paper reviews UNESCO declarations and conventions that engage language issues by 
including and addressing one or more of the terms outlined in Part I.  Hmmm…it won’t let me write a comment 
bubble here…anyways---do you not need to describe the third main part of the paper here? 
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2. UNESCO supports bilingual and/or multilingual education at all levels of 
education as a means of promoting both social and gender equality and as a 
key element of linguistically diverse societies, 
3. UNESCO supports language as an essential component of inter-cultural 
education in order to encourage understanding between different population 
groups and ensure respect for fundamental rights. (3) 
Not only do these principles advance a positive relationship between language and quality 
education, they also claim interdependency between quality education and quality relationships 
among peoples within and across cultures and societies. According to UNESCO, then, the 
incorporation of multiple languages into education is as critical to cultural and social 
sustainability as it is to educational development.  
Before controversy regarding the right to self-determination drew attention away from 
other categories of rights asserted in the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 
proponents of the declaration held language rights as fundamental to both the right of indigenous 
peoples to cultivate their cultural traditions and their right to enjoy quality education. When 
problematizing the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the United States made no 
direct reference to language rights in official statements or documentation; yet, the State’s 
decision to repeatedly reject the declaration for other reasons had consequences for language 
rights in both the international and national contexts. The UN Literacy Decade suggested an 
additional, or alternate, opportunity to legitimize language rights. Not only has UNESCO’s 
research supported language rights and multilingualism as fundamental to quality education, but 
the right to education is considered a second generation right, articulated, albeit vaguely, in the 
United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights. As discussed in Chapter Three, both 
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first generation and second generation rights protect individuals and nations, whereas “third 
generation” rights serve groups and collectives not represented by national borders. Because first 
generation rights limit government power and second generation rights require a government to 
act, the former have met with less resistance than the latter (Chesterman, Franck, Malone 449). 
Still, second generation rights have proven far less controversial than third generation rights, 
which are relatively new, unofficial, and make up a good portion of the Indigenous Rights 
declaration. Regrettably, as UN member States engaged in heated deliberations regarding the 
contents and implications of the declaration, controversy regarding the right to self-determination 
quickly drew attention away from other categories of rights, including provisions that affirmed 
the right of indigenous peoples to use and develop their languages, the right to State support in 
developing education in their languages, and the right to create media in their languages.  
Along with Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, the United States opposed the 
Declaration on the grounds that “the provisions for articulating self-determination for indigenous 
peoples in this text […] are inconsistent with international human rights law” (Pearson 1). After 
having been under construction and consideration for several years, the Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples was finally adopted by the UN General Assembly on September 
13, 2007 with revisions that reiterate the authority of States. The most substantial revision was 
adopted to address the very concerns voiced by the United States, Canada, Australia, and New 
Zealand—it introduced to the text a preambular clause acknowledging the Declaration’s 
compliance with “the purposes and principles of the Charter of the United Nations, in particular 
the principles of self-determination of peoples, respect for the territorial integrity of States and 
good faith regarding the fulfillment of the obligations assumed by States” (2.) The four opposing 
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States held their position regardless, and the final vote showed these four against, 11 abstentions, 
and 143 in favor.  
Though language rights proponents had hoped the Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples would serve as a critical language rights instrument, the current shape of the 
indigenous rights declaration underscores a preoccupation with reaffirming the sovereignty and 
authority of States that not only overshadows the specific provisions outlined in the document, 
but also limits the power of indigenous peoples to make the final decisions on how the provisions 
will be interpreted and actualized. Certainly, language rights advocates who strategically turned 
their attentions and efforts toward indigenous rights anticipated, perhaps even hoped that 
language rights would lose their controversial status when situated as one set of rights in a list of 
others under a broader rights category. Ultimately, the journey taken by the Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples demonstrates that, to some extent, controversial status indicates 
priority status, and language rights do not necessarily fare well when contingent on the validity 
of (arguably) broader, group-based rights.   
Unlike the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the UN Literacy Decade has 
been embraced by the United States, and the U.S. has helped to translate the concept into reality. 
At the moment, the United States prioritizes early childhood reading literacy within the United 
States. Literacy programs elsewhere focus on remedying literacy problems specific to their 
domestic situations, and the United States does not hesitate to praise any program that makes an 
explicit connection to the goals of the Decade. While some programs may focus on literacy 
learning in the context of formal education, and/or may consider the negotiation of language 
difference a priority, the U.S. initiative chooses instead to revive a basic literacy skills approach 
that is innovative by way of institutionalizing the importance of reading outside of school, before 
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children even enter the formal education setting. In other words, the United States returns to 
fundamentals, but not under the reparatory banner of “starting from scratch” as a nation. Rather, 
the institutionalization of early literacy learning in the home is more an indication of a surplus of 
literate activity that has contributed to the advanced literacy associated with the U.S. Though 
once a luxury, pre-education literacy is now the norm, and the U.S. initiative aims to bring up to 
speed those groups of individuals, represented as the minority, excluded from this now crucial 
childhood experience.  An interpretation of the Plan of Action that allows participants to itemize 
goals results in literacy programs of disparate shapes and priorities. Reach Out and Read is 
clearly in line with some components of Literacy for All, but it does not address those that 
establish the basic requirements for engaging, much less nurturing, multilingualism. As the only 
literacy deemed valuable in the U.S. is English literacy, fundamental literacy does not 
accommodate language learning as a positive component. The U.S. educational system promotes 
the controlled acquisition of languages other than English only after the foundations of English 
literacy have been established. The fact that the United States shows little interest in dictating 
how other nations approach literacy development suggests that the absence of language issues in 
Reach Out and Read should not undermine the legitimacy of language work in other programs. 
However, as a model participant and spokesperson, the United States’ approach to Literacy for 
All does undermine the centrality of language that Education in a Multilingual World advocates.   
 
Conclusion 
UN declarations and literacy projects alone cannot dictate either international or national 
law; they can, however, provide a foundation from which to contest language attitudes that 
support monolingualism, and to argue certain constitutional and policy decisions. In “Language 
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Rights in South Africa: Lessons for the United States,” Richard Marback argues that language 
rights must be constituted in such a way that they substantiate the instrumentality of languages in 
multiple “civic and public” contexts (360).  “Constitutions,” he notes, “can assert the resource 
value by mandating its use in various settings, such as courts and schools” (361).  In response to 
Marback’s essay, Trimbur concedes that in naming eleven official languages, the South African 
constitution “offers an enabling ground for language planning activists,” but adds that members 
of the population with limited access to the language of power are resultantly “limited in their 
access to public influence and economic opportunity.” One of the lessons Trimbur draws from 
the linguistic situation of South Africa, then, is that “language policy should be tied to popular 
participation in nation-building as well as to a legal culture of language rights” (650). Just as 
there are limitations inherent in comparing the international and national as distinct contexts, so 
too do complications inevitably arise when comparing two nations with disparate national 
identities, histories, and, of course, linguistic configurations. Together, however, Marback’s and 
Trimbur’s discussions highlight the importance of an explicit focus on language in multiple 
contexts.  Furthermore, they seem to agree that a sustainable focus on language requires a 
triangulation of interrelated approaches, including the transformation of language attitudes 
through and for language rights, and the constitution of language rights through and for language 
policies that expand the opportunities for contributive, public language use. The prioritization of 
such methods may differ across variant contexts, but all methods play an integral role.  
One of the primary roles of language rights, I would argue, is to make meaningful 
connections between the intrinsic and resource values of languages. Without a framework of 
language rights, these values are too easily separated, with intrinsic value developing out of 
speakers’ personal and cultural relationship with their language, and resource value being 
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determined by the instrumentality of a language in already established operations of the public 
work. When values are separated in this way, monolingual language projects like the English-
only movement in the United States appear perfectly reasonable, if not equitable. According to 
proponents of English-only, or English-first, individuals of languages other than English are 
welcome to retain their first languages in private and social arenas. However, for the sake of 
national unity and communicative efficiency in government operations, all individuals residing 
in the United States should learn English, which shall be the official language of government 
business. To date, 30 U.S. states have English as their official language.10 At the federal level, as 
James Crawford notes, official English bills have been presented to Congress since 1981. So far, 
none have been approved by both the House and Senate, including the English Language Unity 
Act of 2001, 2003, 2005, and 2007. Up for consideration once more, this bill, proposed by Steve 
King of the 5th Congressional District of Iowa, would make English the official language of the 
United States. Among other stipulations, it would mandate that all official functions of the 
government be conducted in English.  Of course, the bill does not include a listing of “official 
functions,” as they are innumerable.  It does, however, list exceptions to the mandate, which 
protect the bill from being dismissed as unconstitutional.  
These exceptions may help to validate the bill, but they do not necessarily represent the 
position of all its supporters or of the English-only movement, more broadly. In other words, 
supporters recognize that exceptions are necessary, but do not necessarily believe they are 
“right.” U.S. English, an influential English advocacy organization, and staunch supporter of the 
English Language Unity Act, considers multilingualism a threat to the financial security and 
national unity of the United States. Its “Fact Sheet on the Costs of Multilingualism” offers a 
                                                 
10 Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado, Florida, Georgia, Hawaii, Idaho, Illinois, Indiana, 
Iowa, Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Massachusetts, Mississippi, Missouri, Montana, Nebraska, New Hampshire, 
North Carolina, North Dakota, South Carolina, South Dakota, Tennessee, Utah, Virginia, Wyoming 
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sense of U.S. English’s priorities, which extend far beyond the goals of the English Language 
Unity Act. According to the fact sheet, the problems of multilingualism include:  
• Bilingual education programs 
• ESL classes 
• Court interpreters 
• Driver’s license exams 
• Outpatient services 
• Inpatient services, including emergency room services 
• Election ballots 
• Documents and interpreters provided to food stamp recipients 
ProEnglish, another influential English advocacy group, maintains that English is the language of 
America, while all other languages used in the United States are “foreign.” As such, languages 
other than English must be controlled and contained, not only for financial reasons, but for the 
sake of national unity as well.  
ProEnglish also maintains that advocating “Official English” is not the same as 
advocating “English Only.” “In today's world,” they note, “it is plainly an asset and sometimes a 
necessity to speak a second language […] ProEnglish strongly encourages people to learn 
another language if they can.” In sum, what official English means is that the “actions, laws, and 
business” of the U.S. government will have no authority unless communicated in English. 
ProEnglish maintains a distinction between fundamental literacy and advanced literacy that 
deems English proficiency fundamental and multilingualism a useful bonus. As proof of the 
bill’s dedication to foreign-language learning, the English Language Unity Act does not restrict 
the teaching of foreign languages in schools, in foreign language classes. However, the Act 
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undermines the importance of languages other than English by limiting their value and 
applicability outside of the foreign language classroom. Without the promise of opportunity to 
use languages outside the classroom, in contexts recognized as socially and politically 
valuable/authoritative, from where exactly does this encouragement to learn other languages 
come? 
That the White House Conference on Global Literacy and the Symposium on Advancing 
Global Literacy featured programs that address language indicates U.S. acknowledgment of 
language issues, at least in other places. Again, however, there is no mention of language in the 
White House Conference overview. This absence suggests that the U.S. does not share the 
position on language and literacy advanced in UNESCO’s Education in a Multilingual World, 
which presents multilingualism as a potentially positive challenge that must be negotiated in 
order to achieve the goals of Education for All. In other words, the success of Literacy for All is 
contingent on the ability of citizens and governments to consider the linguistic realities of their 
speakers and to develop language policies and approaches that acknowledge and integrate these 
realities. Literacy programs that do not explicitly confront language issues—especially programs 
in nations with linguistically diverse populations—may very well have ways of negotiating 
language differences when they come up. It seems inevitable that programs establishing areas of 
focus, such as basic reading skills for girls or health literacies for underprivileged populations, 
would face language challenges in the process of implementation. Implementing programs in 
linguistically diverse communities means, at the very least, making decisions about which 
languages to use in learning materials.  Responding to language issues as they come, however, 
limits the extent to which a program addresses the expectations of the international plan of action 
since the plan involves “building” and “promoting” multilingualism, not managing language 
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barriers. An approach to literacy work that deals with language complications as they arise 
reinforces the legitimacy of the “language-as-problem” orientation to ongoing and future 
language planning projects.  More specifically, this approach legitimizes the default position that 
the problem is caused by a lack on the part of the learner, and solved with a bit of extra patience 
and ingenuity on the part of the individual teacher. Once again, the “language-as-problem” 
orientation to language planning works to exceptionalize language variation rather than confront 
it as a problem, or challenge, that demands curricular, or programmatic redesign.  
At the moment, U.S. emphasis on differences in literacy goals across nations poses a 
challenge to language scholars like Trimbur and others who hold up “much of the world” 
elsewhere as a model of multilingualism. Of course, U.S. endorsement suggests real benefits for 
the legitimacy of literacy initiatives in other nations, and for the funding opportunities made 
available to them. However, the absence of an integral language component in the overarching 
definition of literacy that the U.S. presents to the international audience may threaten the long-
term sustainability of multilingualism in other nations. In other words, as global literacy activist, 
the U.S. currently mobilizes an acknowledgement of difference that allows it to commend other 
nations for language work while simultaneously avoiding engagement with language difference 
in its own national context. At the same time, the U.S., as literacy model, advances a view of 
literacy that implicitly positions the issue, or “problem,” of language difference as a mark of 
nascent literacy development. The English-only movement, Reach Out and Read, and other 
programs or policies that do not acknowledge language rights and address language difference 
only peripherally, if at all, are in a real sense anti-language projects that imagine a future for the 
United States that bears no resemblance to Trimbur’s “linguistic culture where being 
multilingual is both normal and desirable, as it is throughout much of the world” (587). Rather, 
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these projects imagine a future that has little need for strategies to negotiate, much less nurture, 
the language plurality—a future that gives “much of the world” something to aspire to.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
Conclusion 
The Literacy Decade (2003-2012) has brought the United States and the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) together as co-facilitators of 
global literacy. This collaboration pools financial resources, of course, but more important to the 
ideological influence of this initiative are the partners’ respective symbolic resources: UNESCO 
represents a commitment to multilateralism, while the United States provides a model of success. 
In other words, each entity supplies that which the other has been—for quite some time—
accused of lacking. Largely imagined, the “global community” relies on collaborations like the 
Literacy Decade, which constructs a community ethos that is at once familiar and visionary. 
Processes of globalization and transnationalism expose the myriad of cultural and linguistic 
differences that constitute the global context; accordingly, work at the global-national 
intersection must simultaneously celebrate and contain difference in order to articulate common 
goals among nations, regions, and localized communities. Groups and individuals are 
interpellated as global citizens when their national or local interests are reflected in the global 
agenda.  
As I demonstrate in Chapter Five, the Literacy Decade does more than consider the 
interests of groups; it works to shape them through that consideration. My final discussion 
acknowledges the important efforts of the Literacy Decade to facilitate the development of 
several localized literacy initiatives, but also raises concerns about the overarching model of 
literacy development authorized by the U.S.-UNESCO collaboration: to what extent does the 
Literacy Decade advance a collective global consciousness that is formed in the image of its 
primary national sponsor?  I believe that the literacy and language work at this particular 
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intersection has the capacity to undermine the resource value of languages other than English by 
promoting a universalized model of development that ultimately targets places characterized as 
behind schedule in the natural progression of society. It is important to remember that what is 
being posited as the proper course of action for “catching up” is unprecedented; developed 
nations did not progress according to a linear, unidirectional plan. The proper course of action, 
then, is an interested construct that invites increased participation in a global society that reflects 
the structures and values of its creators and leaders.  
In 1997, seven years into the Education for All movement and approximately five years 
before the launch of the Literacy Decade, UNESCO published a report that anticipated increased 
marginalization of groups within and across nations if adult education was not given significant 
attention. “Adult Education in a Polarizing World. Education for All: Status and Trends,” 
authored by journalist and senior education consultant to UNESCO Edward B. Fiske, argued that 
educational development has as much potential to exacerbate polarization as to alleviate it, 
especially if adult education continues to be of secondary concern in a time when relatively 
sudden democratization in many places creates a demand for an “educated citizenry:” 
The newly democratic countries cannot wait for the current generation of children 
to pass through the school system […]. Today’s adults must make democratic 
institutions work now, and equipping them to do so will require substantial 
investment in adult basic education. (39) 
This report anticipates some of the consequences of rapid educational development, and 
development in general. Also, it anticipates the central role literacy would soon take within a 
broader definition of education; any focus on education that does not incorporate opportunities 
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for the acquisition of both advanced and advanced literacy skills for individuals of all ages will 
maintain, if not increase, social and economic inequities within and across nations.    
A conspicuous contradiction within the document shows how the dynamics of literacy—
with its variant levels and types—both amplify the need for basic education and challenge the 
possibility of a universalized educational model. While Fiske defines basic education for 
marginalized people as “not special forms of education,” but rather “solid training in literacy and 
numeracy skills, basic scientific concepts and above all, […] the capacity to continue acquiring 
new knowledge and skills” (19), he also acknowledges the relevance of context. In 1996, he 
recalls, the International Consultative Forum on Educational Forum met in Amman, Jordan to 
assess the progress of EFA since its launch. The final report of this conference recorded an 
agreement among participants that “growing numbers of alienated and unemployed adolescents 
and young adults, many with little or no schooling” must be provided with “basic education that 
is relevant to their immediate reality and that can equip them to continue learning as their 
circumstances evolve” (qtd. in Fiske 21). Where the definitions of basic education presented by 
Fiske and the EFA 1996 conference align is in the recognition that the most important learning 
outcome is the ability to continue learning, often called “lifelong learning.” This ability depends 
as much on a government’s willingness to allocate resources to continuing education, a 
willingness that Fiske reports as lacking in both industrialized and developing countries. In the 
United States, for example, continuing education is often funded by private enterprises that will 
benefit financially by expanding or specializing the skills of its employers (32). Continuing adult 
education in the United States is an economic investment, not a social or civil one, as it has been 
defined for developing areas where basic literacy skills no longer suffice in a globalized, 
increasingly democratized world.  
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In this way, and in others, the United States fails to provide an working model of literacy 
development for the global context; the United States serves as a successful example of a nation 
in which primary education is compulsory and nearly universal, but its continued prioritization of 
primary education over both basic adult education and complex literacy skills for citizenship 
does not represent either its own needs or the needs of many developing areas. In other words, 
the United States is a model insofar as it provides evidence that a lack of (quality) continuing 
education opportunities outside of corporate ventures can exacerbate marginalization and 
polarization; those individuals who require the least amount of additional education are the ones 
who are invited to acquire it (Fiske 16). Even if this were considered a model worthy of 
emulation, the role of the United States and other industrialized nations that organize global 
economic activities has created a system in which “their own workers constitute core employees 
while services purchased in the global marketplace fall into the peripheral category” (Fiske 14).  
Because primary education is a common denominator among leading nations, and because the 
goal of universal primary education has enjoyed steady, albeit slow, progress, it is a well-
received objective. It will not, however, do much to challenge the system in place.  
Again, the goal of contextualized literacy development is indeed reflected in some of the 
initiatives that have developed under the umbrella of the Literacy Decade.  However, reconciling 
the differences between generalizable basic education and contextualized literacy education 
continues to be a challenge, the outcome of which has implications for the relationship between 
language and literacy both in the United States and elsewhere. The shape of this relationship is 
largely contingent on the extent to which national and local identities align with the conception 
of global citizen. As language rights and language development are relegated to the Culture 
sector of UNESCO, educational development as defined by UNESCO and the United States 
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disassociates education from language without discrediting the work of UNESCO to revive 
endangered languages and celebrate cultural diversity. This relegation also disassociates 
education from culture, more broadly, and this bears consequences for the kinds of educational 
models deemed appropriate across the globe. Intranationally, educational standardization 
proceeds with seemingly unstoppable force, even as literacy and language scholars generate 
historical and ethnographic evidence that learning is a complex, situated activity to which 
students bring diverse knowledges, experiences, and identities.  As a model for developing 
countries, especially, U.S. education gains legitimacy within the U.S., regardless of how well it 
actually serves its own students. Thus, U.S. involvement in international literacy work at once 
draws attention away from the national context and reaffirms a U.S national identity defined by 
the nation’s role as global leader, both in terms of national accomplishments and responsibility to 
developing countries.  
An internationalist perspective on language, in other words, will not magically replace 
nationalist language ideology, especially since globalization has created opportunities for the 
United States to reassert its national identity as a model global citizen. Perhaps the most 
prescriptive argument to emerge from an internationalist perspective on language thus far is that 
individuals must learn to negotiate multiple languages in order to operate successfully in the 
global economy. This argument does not, however, resonate with people in the U.S. whose 
national identities are reflected in the image of productive global citizen. Fluency in democracy, 
as well as (if not by way of) fluency in economic demands have positioned the United States and 
other industrialized global leaders not just at the front of the development line, but at the end 
point. Fluency in languages other than English is not, in this representation, a prerequisite for 
success.   
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I do, however, situate my work in the efforts to develop an “internationalist perspective,” 
the definition of which rightly remains open and dynamic. I propose that such a perspective must 
include considerations of how language difference is currently being negotiated and evaded via 
language rights and educational policy, respectively, in international and intergovernmental 
contexts. Language issues are far less politicized in the context of the new language movement 
than in the context of the SRTOL. There is good reason for this, as I discussed in Chapters One 
and Two—the rights discourse of SRTOL was context-sensitive and could not account for 
shifting linguistic realities in the national, university, or classroom context. The risk of 
depoliticization, however, is that unless individuals are feeling disempowered by their inability 
to negotiate linguistic variation, practical arguments about being productive global citizens will 
not suffice. The Literacy Decade conflates U.S. national identity with that of the productive 
citizen, thereby protecting U.S. citizens from seeing their inability to negotiate languages other 
than English as disempowering. Instead, language conflicts remain the consequence of others’ 
underdevelopment, rather than an indication that the working model of development, itself, is a 
vehicle of conflict and marginalization. The displacement of language rights, and other cultural 
rights, by the right to education and the right to development will immobilize an important tactic 
against apathy, ambivalence, discrimination, and eradication. As a challenge to fixed, 
economics-driven definitions of global literacy development and “productive global citizen,” the 
work of language scholars must continue to invoke rights discourse in order to encourage the 
consideration of language dynamics elsewhere, and their effects on the global order, in ways that 
do not fundamentally alter the daily lives of native English speaking U.S. students and citizens.  
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